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Chapter One

My nameis Kate Connor, and I'm a Demon Hunter.

It fedsalittle odd saying that. For the last fifteen-plus years, I've been a retired Demon Hunter, my
hunting responsibilities traded for the equally dangerous, if not as dramatically compdlling, duties of a
stay-at-home mom to my teenager and toddler. And no, I'm not exaggerating the danger factor of
mommy-dom. Infiltrating anest of vampires a dusk might be atad on the treacherous Side, but it's
nothing compared to telling a fourteen-year-old that she's not alowed to wear eyeshadow. Trust me. |
know of what | speak.

I'd been drawn back into active duty after ademon attacked me in my kitchen, setting off awhole chain
of eventswhich (asyou can probably guess) pitted the forces of good againgt the forces of evil in one
find, cataclysmic battle. Sounds like amovie ad doesn't it? But it'strue. And after the battle was over, |
had to admit that | missed being involved in something big. Something important.

Not that cheerleader tryouts and potty training aren't important. But, well, you know what | mean.

At any rate, | agreed to pick up wherel left off, and suddenly | found mysdlf with not one, but two
full-time jobs: Level Four Demon Hunter and Stay-at-Home Mom.

And I'm hereto tell you that those two jobs don't exactly go together like oh, say, peanut butter and jelly.
Why? Because the demon-hunting thing isa greet big secret. | work for a supersecret arm of the Vatican
known as Forza Scura, and one of thefirst rulesis utter secrecy. Nobody knows. (Well, nobody except
my best friend Laura, but every rule deserves an exception, don't you think?)

Unlike most working moms, I'm cut zero dack by society. If Carla Corporate serves frozen dinnersthree
nightsin arow, no one bats an eye. After al, Mommy's got a big presentation coming up.

But me? I'm expected to at |east make an effort at cooking. (And | dotry, redly | do, but I think I lack
the haute-cuisine gene. Or even the short-order gene, for that matter.) | don't even get to enjoy any of the
perksthat might otherwise go dong with my demon-hunting career. Like, "Sorry, Officer, | didn't redize

| was speeding. But sometimes we Demon Hunters are in ahurry. Safety of mankind. Fate of the world.
Good prevailing over the forces of darkness. Y ou understand.”

Nope. Doesn't work that way. And in order to make my two livesjibe, | end up telling alot of little white
lies. And sometimes, they backfire on me.

Which goes along way toward explaining why | was spending aFriday morning in December
precarioudy baanced on an ancient wooden ladder in the mediaroom at Coastal Mists Nursing Home, a



few feet of slver garland draped over my shoulders, a staple gun holstered in my back pocket, and my
two-year-old playing snooker with the Christmas tree ornaments on the rug below me.

A few months ago, this place was crawling with demons. (Okay, maybe that's adight exaggeration, but
therewere at least a half dozen walking around in their geriatric disguises, acting like they owned the
place.) Since such asituation was beyond unacceptable, 1'd gonein to clean the place up. Not unlike
Marshd Dillon, redly. Except | didn't have acool white hat or little Slver star.

What | did have was alovely arsend of lies (along with the more practical tools like holy water, wooden
stakes, and a kick-ass stiletto knife). And | haveto say that | did ahell of ajob. After only afew short
months, Coastal Mists was demon-free. For that matter, many of the administrators and doctors had
vanished into the night. Not demons, but human facilitators who'd been seduced by the promise of
power, wedlth, whatever. A too-common tale, and one that had transformed a run-of-the-mill nursing
home into ademon factory.

[, however, had shut that down.

Now the place that had once been a depressing breeding ground for the undead was a pretty cheerful
establishment, complete with HBO, Cinemax, and a state-of -the-art plasma television with asound
system that made my husband drool.

But did | get to cross Coasta Mists off my to-do list? Free up alittle time for grocery shopping,
carpooling, and other miscellaneous family chores? No, | did not. Because in order to infiltrate myself
into Coastal Mistsin thefirst place, I'd had to concoct a cover story. And mine was volunteering.

The demons might have been eradicated, but the responsibilities weren't. So in addition to cooking meds
for my family, | was now delivering mealsto the bedridden. In addition to reading Dr. Seussto my
toddler, | was now reading Zane Grey to men who probably remembered the Wild West. In addition to
potty training my kid, | was now—uwell, you get theidea

Also—and thiswas abig "aso"—as much of atime drain asmy Coasta Migts activitieswere, the truth
was that | needed to keep a presence there. The nursing home had a high-mortdity rate (that's just the
nature of nursing homes), which made it the perfect breeding spot for any demonic leader looking to get a
toehold in San Diablo.

It had happened once. | didn't intend to let it happen again.

On that particular day, my best friend Lauraand | were helping decorate the place for Christmas. We'd
brought Timmy with usfor three reasons, the first being totaly sdfish: mommy guilt. Although I'd enrolled
Timmy in day care—and athough he actualy seemed to enjoy it—my guilt level was high enough thet |
only took him in when absolutely necessary. Like when the Legions of Hell descend on the
neighborhood. Or when | need to buy new clothes. Trust me. I'd rather day fifteen demonswith a
toddler at my side than take the munchkin shopping for the perfect outfit to wear to one of my husband's
politicaly motivated, deathly dull cocktall parties.

My second reason originated from amore dtruistic place: The folks at the nursing home absolutely
adored thelittle bugger. Makes sense. They didn't get that many visitors, and even fewer from the
preschool crowd. Besides, astoddlers go, mine was practicaly perfect. Not that I'm biased or anything.

Findly, I'd brought Timmy aong because today was Family Day at my daughter Alli€'s school. Assoon

asLauraand | were finished with the decorating, we were going to pack up Timmy, swing by the bakery
to pick up the PTA-mandated two dozen cupcakes, and head over to Coronado High School where we
would do our best not to embarrass our freshman daughters by mentioning boys, grades, teachers, boys,



televison, politics, boys, movies, food, or any other potentially disastrous subject.

Laura concentrated on trimming the tree while | stapled garland to the archway, trying my best to drapeit
atigticdly but failling miserably. Martha Stewart, I'm not. Below me, my little boy entertained the ederly
by abusing the Christmas ornaments, rummeaging in my purse, snging "Jngle Bdlls," and demondrating his
well-devel oped sKill a blowing raspberries.

| carefully lined up atwist of garland, pulled the trigger on the staple gun, gave the garland a satisfied tug,
then checked my watch. Not quite eleven.

"Why don't you go on, honey? | can take care of hanging the rest of that."

The suggestion came from DeliaMurdock, who'd just celebrated her ninety-first birthday. Shewas
standing at the base of my ladder, one hand on the frame, ostensibly holding it steady. Asagenerd rule,
the woman spent her lifelisting dightly to the left, and there was no way | was|etting her climb aladder.

"Werenotinany hurry,” I lied. "Arewe, Laura?"

Laurastared at me asif | wasinsane because, of course, | was. We were due in the school's
gymnasi um—cupcakesin hand—in exactly one hour and fifteen minutes.

"Five minutes," | said as| descended the ladder, then dragged it to the next archway. "The girlswill
understand if werre ateensy bit late.” Another lie. Allie had reminded me of this command performance at
least three times aday for the last two weeks. Sheld left reminder notes on my bathroom mirror, on the
coffegpot, and on my steering whed!.

Apparently Family Day isabig enough dedl at the high school to overcome the typical teenage
mortification that comes from having a parent nearby. And | knew that if | arrived late, there would be
hell to pay. | ded with hell every day. And believe me, the fire-and-brimstone variety isalot more

pal atable than what my fourteen-year-old is capable of dishing out.

Lauralooked dubious, but didn't argue, so while Bing Crosby crooned on about White Christmases, |
ker-chunked the stapler in time with the music, speeding up considerably when Bing faded away and
"Jingle Bell Rock" blasted out from the media-room speskers. Behind me, | could hear Timmy counting
("one, two, free, four, six...") asMr. Montgomery burst out with "attaboy,” and "smart asawhip, that
kid." My heart did alittle twisting number. | have greet kids, and today my mommy-pride wasworking
overtime,

Thetightnessin my heart increased, asit so often did when | thought of the kids, especidly Allie. Tim has
his daddy, but Allieand | lost Eric, my first husband, to abrutal mugging five years ago. And dthough I'm
happily remarried and wouldn't trade Stuart for the world, not aday goes by that | don't fed theloss, like
someone had taken a cookie cutter and stolen an Eric-shaped piece of my soul.

The Shrill ring of my cell phone jarred me out of my melancholy. | steadied mysdlf on the ladder with one
hand, then pulled my phone out of my pocket with the other. Suart. | frowned, fearing | knew what he
was calling abot.

"Don' tdl meyou're not coming.”
"Areyou kidding? Of course I'm coming. Alli€'s been bugging us about thisfor weeks."

"Oh," | sad, fedling abit guilty for doubting him. | had cause though. My husband was about to formally
announce his candidacy for county attorney, and his days (and nights) had been filled with al manner of



schmoozing, paliticking, and fund-raising. The kidsand | had gotten the short end of the scheduling stick
on more than one occasion.

Being awonderfully supportive wife, | tried not to et it bother me. Some of thetime, | even succeeded.
"So," | sad, trying again. "What's up?'

"Jugt reporting in," hesaid. "And | wanted to seeif you needed me to get anything for you. The
cupcakes? Eddie? [buprofen for amigraine?’

Ishe an incredible man or what? | mean, how many husbands actualy commit their wifés PTA
obligations to memory? Or volunteer to pick up their daughter's pseudo-great-grandfather despite the
fact that—truth be told—the two men redlly don't get along that well? 1 figure not many, and I'm lucky
that one of the few belongsto me.

"Eddiestaking acab,” | said, figuring both Eddie and Stuart would thank me for that one. Eddi€sa
retired Demon Hunter who'd recently taken up permanent residence in my life and temporary residence
inmy guest room. Due to amisunderstanding that | never bothered to clear up, my family believesthat
Eddieis Eric'sgrandfather. Just one of thoselittle Forza-related obfuscations that makes my life so
interesting.

The cupcake question required a bit more consideration, but in the end | declined that offer aswell. |
love my husband, but | don't trust histaste in pastries. | may not be able to cook worth adamn, but | can
shop with the best of them. Asfor the painkillers, I'velearned to carry my own supply.

"Youresure?' he asked, when | told him he was off the hook.
"Totdly. All you haveto dois show up and you'll be golden.”

"No problem there," he said. " Clark's got a potentia contributor waiting to meet mein his office, but
that's the only thing on my plate. After that, I'm heading to the school.”

Clark Curtisis my husbhand's boss. He's a so the lame-duck county attorney who favors my husband to
step into his shoes. When I'd met Stuart, held been daving away as an underpaid government attorney in
the red-estate divison with no palitical aspirations whatsoever.

Clark, however, had seen some potentiad, and had plucked my husband from relative obscurity and thrust
him into the political limelight. Gresat for Stuart, not so great for me. Selfish, maybe, but I'm not crazy
about the trappings of poalitica wife-dom. And I'm really not crazy about the sporadic hoursthat my
newly politicized hushand has been kesping.

All of which meant that the mention of Clark didn't exactly send ripples of warm, fuzzy confidence racing
through my body. The opposite, in fact, and | kept my grip tight on the ladder as | closed my eyesand
breathed deep, weighing what to say. Now wasn't the time for a spousd tiff, but at the sametime, atiff
would be smal potatoes compared to Allies silent, sulky disgppointment if Stuart didn't show. Findly, |
settled on diplomacy. "Just don't lose track of time."

"I won't," hesaid. "I know my priorities.”

"Okay," | said, but not entirely comforted. | started to say more, but my attention was grabbed by a
rousing chorus of "Na-KED baby! Na-KED baby! Naked baby! Naked baby! Na-ke-ed
ba-A-A-A-BEEEEEEE," screeched more or lessto the tune of the"Hallelujah Chorus." For this, | have
no one to blame but mysdlf, and | twisted around on the ladder with a sense of dread coupled with
amusement. Sure enough, my kidlet had managed to strip off his shirt, his pants, and his Pull-Ups.



| said aquick good-bye to my husband. Hed either make it or he wouldn't; and if he didn't, then he'd be
getting the cold shoulder from both of the femadesin hislife. In the meantime, | needed to focus on the
younger mdeinmy life.

Hewas marchinginacircle, not acarein theworld, hislittle legs pumping in time with the song that was
blaring out of his mouth. Mr. Montgomery and the others were laughing so hard that | was tempted to
cal thenurse; | redly didn't want my son to be the catalyst for a spate of coronaries.

| watched for longer than | probably should have—What can | say? He was cute—then put on my stern
faceand sad, "Timmy!"

He clamped his mouth shut, but his eyes were wide and innocent. "I sing, Mommal"

"You certainly do," | said. | glanced over at Laurafor support, but her entire face was flush with laughter,
and the little Santa ornament that dangled between her fingerstrembled with evil glee.

So much for alittle help from my friends.

| focused on keeping afirm expresson. "The singing isfine, sweetie. But we wear clotheswhenwerein
public."

"Not public. Ingde!™
| swear, the kid was going to grow up to be alawyer. Like father, like son.

"Yes" | sad, infinitely patient. "We areinsde. But we wear clothesinsde, too, don't we? At home and
at school and & mass.”

"Andthemdl," hesad.
"Exactly,” | said, completely proud. "And right now, you're inside and have to put your clothes back on."

My little boy wasn't listening though, too fascinated with his own nakedness. | Sghed and moved farther
down the ladder, leaving the last bit of garland hanging like asad tail from the middle of the arch.
Apparently, 1'd been wrong about the demons having left Coastd Mists. My own little devil was prancing
away right therein the mediaroom.

Before | reached the floor, Laura held up ahand, stopping me. "I'll get Timmy dressed. Y ou hurry." She
tapped her watch. " Cupcakes, remember?’

Timmy, meanwhile, was racing around the arearug, launching himsdlf at the residents, who were laughing
and egging him on. | had asneaking suspicion afew had given him some chocolate. They might aswell
have passed him crystal meth; the effect couldn't have been any more pronounced.

Laura saw where | was looking, and cut me off before | could protest. "He's not even three, Kate. | can
handleit. | have one of my own, remember?’

Except hers was now fourteen and dressed herself. Even so, | nodded. | knew better than to argue with
Laura; she's the woman who'd successfully returned outfits to Nordstrom despite the huge 75-per cent
Off, No-Return, Clearance-Final-Sale signs plastered al over the store.

| watched, impressed, as she gathered up Timmy's clothes, then gathered up Timmy. He started to
struggle, but then she flipped him over, holding tight around hiswaist, as his head bobbed somewhere
around her knees. His protests morphed into squeals of delight, and she marched past me toward the



ladies room, shooting me alook of smug triumph as she went.

| turned back to the task at hand, hurrying since we still had to pick up the cupcakes on the way to
school, and knowing the extreme wrath that awaited me if we showed up late.

From my ladder-top vantage point, | could see through the wide windows to the cliffsin the distance. |
could even see part of the ocean, billowing and churning, the sun'srays sending miniature rainbows flying
each time the froth burst againgt the beach.

| love Cdifornia. The weether. The beach. Pretty much everything. But as| stapled garland to the thickly
painted wood, | realized that | was craving the white Christmas that Bing so convincingly crooned abouit.
| made amenta note to buy hot chocolate, whipping cream, and some fluffy red-and-green throws. We
might not be getting a blizzard thisyear, but at least | could crank up the air conditioner and wheedle
Stuart into lighting afirein our rarely to never used fireplace.

| wastrying to justify acrackling fire despite the seventy degree weather, when | noticed that some of the
resdents who'd been in the mediaroom were heading down the hallway toward the glass doors, wherea
uniformed man stood with acardboard sign, ared gimme cap Sung low on hishead. | couldn't read the
sign or hear what he was saying, but since the residents were queuing up, | assumed they were heading
out.

"Where arethey going?' | asked.

"Hmm?Who, dear?' Deliaanswered.

| pointed down the hdl, amost losing my balance in the process.
"Ah, hmm. | think they're going on that school field trip.”

"Which school ? The high school 7'

"Oh, yes, the high schoal.” Ddliafrowned. "1 never did finish high school. Daddy didn't think an education
wasfitting for awoman.”

While| was pondering thet little bit of insght into Delia, Jenny rounded the corner, clipboard in hand and
acrease on her brow. Jenny's a candy striper, alittle ditzy, and amost as tuned-in to the Coastal Mists
gosspasDdia

"Mrs. Connor!" she said, looking up at mewaving wildly. "Wow. Y ou're doing agreat job."
| ingpected my work, and decided that Jenny's standards were way too low.

| was just about to ask Jenny if the bus really was going to the high school when Nurse Ratched stomped
up, took Jenny by the elbow, and pulled her aside. | amed a comforting smilein Jenny'sdirection. I'd
been on the receiving end of Nurse Ratched's displeasure, and it really wasn't pretty. (Infairness, |
should add that Nurse Ratched isredly Nurse Baker, and asfar as| can tell, she's not the demon-aiding
sycophant | origindly presumed. But | fill don't like her.)

Nurse Ratched has one of those gravelly voicesthat's almost impossible to ignore. | liked Jenny, though,
and it didn't seem polite to bear witnessto her dressing-down. So | tried to kegp my mind on other
things, doing everything short of gticking my fingersin my earsand humming.

Didn't work. No matter how good my intentions, | couldn't help but hear afew snippets. A good thing,
too, considering the subject of their conversation. Good in that it clued mein to the possible presence of



demons. Bad for the exact same reason.
The conversation | overheard went like this:

"Jenny, I'mtired of having this same discussion with you. Y ou have got to concentrate. | can't have you
mixing up the patients.

"BlJt—"

"No buts. Thereis absolutely no way Dermott Sinclair got on that bus. Which meansyour fidd triplistis
wrong, and we have one resident unaccounted for!"

"No, wedont! It was Mr. Sinclair. He even told meto leave him adone!" Jenny's chin quivered and her
skin had turned al blotchy, but so far the tearsweren't rolling.

Nurse Ratched sighed and put her arm around the girl. "Jenny, think. The man had a heart attack. He's
been in acomafor three months. He's been conscious for less than two days. So how could he possibly
have the strength to have gotten up and walked onto that bus?”

That one seemed to stump Jenny, and | had to bite back the urge to raise my hand and shove it high into
the sky.

That's me, the prize pupil. But what could | say? | knew the answer, or, at least, | knew an answer. And
it wasn't pretty. Dermott Sinclair was a demon—and held just climbed aboard a bus aimed straight
toward my daughter's high school.

Chapter Two

About two seconds later, my staunch position had withered. True, Dermott Sinclair was probably a
demon, but he could aso be one of the very fortunate few who redlly did come out of acomawithout
any side effects, then decided to head out on afield trip. Granted, the odds favored demon, but it's
incredibly bad form to go around killing old men.

And | had another reason to hesitate: If Dermott Sinclair really was ademon, hewastaking ahell of a
chance making himsalf known while | was on the premises. Was he trying to bait me? Or wastherea
plot brewing in the demon world? Something big enough that justified the risk of discovery by the town's
only active Hunter?

Obvioudy, | had some investigating to do.

Except, of course, Sinclair was on the bus and | wasn't. Plus, | had atoddler to deal with. Not to
mention the promise I'd made to Allie to absolutely not be late for Family Day. (Technically, chasing
Dermott Sinclair wouldn't make me late, since the bus was heading for the high school.

But | had a sneaking suspicion that any brownie points 1'd earn by being punctua would be offset by the
demerits'd incur if | wrestled an old man to the gymnasium floor in front of the faculty, the students, and
the PTA.)

Which left me with only one workable plan of attack: foist my youngest child onto my best friend, and
waylay the demon before the bus reached the high school.



That, | could do.

| snatched my purse from where I'd l€ft it on the floor, then raced to the restroom near the front entrance.
| could seethe parking lot from there, and the bus was till Stting on the asphdt, blocking my car,
actualy. | didn't see any exhaust, and afew of the residents milled around while Nurse Ratched and
Jenny consulted a clipboard.

| said aquick thank-you to Saint Peoni, the patron saint of fools and Demon Hunters. | ill had time.

Theladies roomisjust off the main lobby behind the reception desk, and | burst through the door, caling
out for Timmy and Lauraas| did so.

"Mommy, Mommy! | going potty!" My little boy's voice boomed out from one of the many handicapped
gdls. (In my opinion, and in Lauras, schlepping atoddler around in public is handicap enough to justify
use of the reserved toilet salls. At least until the powersthat be fire the genius who designed the regular
gallsto betoo smal to hold amom, akid, adiaper bag, apurse, and a stuffed animal.)

"Greet, sweetie," | said automaticaly. Then, "Laura, emergency. Can you take care of the munchkin?!
"Demons?’ she asked.

| winced, but a quick check under the doors of the other stalsreveaded no other occupants.

"Roger that."

"Go, then," she said, dmost offhandedly. A few months ago, the idea of ademon wandering loosein the
world would have completely freaked her out. Now, it was just one of those things. | felt atwinge of guilt
for tainting my friend's view of theworld, but moved quickly past it. If | didn't get on that bus and head
off Mr. Sinclair, Laurals world might be tainted in more than theory.

| tossed my keys onto the bathroom counter. In aperfect world, I'd find Sinclair and steer him back
insde, but since the bus was about to leave—and since | didn't know what Sinclair looked like—I
figured the odds were good 1'd be on that bus. Besides, 1'd learned long ago that thiswasn't a perfect
world. "For the Odyssey,” | said, referring to my mini-van. "But, um, don't rush getting to Family Day,
okay?'

At that, the rattle of the toilet paper dispenser stopped, and Lauras head appeared over the stall door.
"Y ou want to explain that?"

"Not redly.”

She took a deep breath, and | could seetheworry in her eyes. "Keep my baby safe.”

| nodded, then glanced at the stall door and thelittle boy chattering softly to himsdlf behind it. "Ditto," |
sad.

Naturaly, Timmy chose that moment to comprehend that Laura's status had changed from temporary
companion to full-fledged babystter, and he announced his displeasure by screaming for me at the top of
hislungs. My heart did another flip-flop, but | steeled mysalf and backed out of the room. He was safe
with Laura, and hed forgive melater. Now, though, my heart hurt. | told mysdlf that saving the world
from the forces of darkness benefits everyone, my children included. But damned if those materna
ingincts don't dwayslisten to logic.

Timmy's squedls of displeasure were still ringing in my earsas| jogged across the parking lot to the bus.



Everyone was onboard now, and the engine was running. Nurse Ratched had left, and only Jenny
remained, clipboard in hand, afrown on her perky little face.

"Jenny!" | cdled. "Hold the bug!"
Shelooked up, her eyes wide with surprise and confusion. "Hey, Mrs. Connor! What's up?"

"| told Nurse Ra—Nurse Baker that 1'd go dong as a chaperone,” | lied. "Since I'm heading that way
mysdf.”

"Oh." Her forehead creased. "She didn't say anythingtome..."

"That's because | just bumped into her.” | pointed to my van. "Timmy's sick, so Laurastaking him home,
but that leaves me without away to get to Allies school. And when | told Nurse Baker, she very kindly
suggested that | go on the bus. As achaperone, of course.” | smiled and waited. | was alittle afraid that
the"kindly" embellishment was going to reved my story as pure fabrication.

"But we've dready got achaperone,” she said. "Marissa Cartright. She's already on the bus.”

"Oh." | consdered heading back inside right then. Marissa Cartright is, to put not too fineapoint onit, a
pain in the ass. One of those mothers who lets her demon-child (and | mean that metaphoricaly, not
literally) run wild to torment other children. Like, for example, my kid. Unfortunately, our youngest kids
arein the same play group, and Timmy likes the other children. And I like the other moms. So | suck it
up and put up with Marissaand little demon-Dani€lle every other week. That wouldn't be so bad except
that Marissas also a Coastd Mists volunteer and on the same PTA committees and the president of my
Neighborhood Association and her daughter (ajunior) ison Alli€'s cheer-leading squad.

Honestly, sometimes|'d redlly rather just dedl with the forces of evil.
"Mrs. Connor?'

| waved a hand, shooing away my thoughts. Marissa or not, | needed on that bus. "Nurse Baker thought
Marissamight need help.”

"Redlly? Even with Nurse Kdlly aong, too?'
| just held out my arms and shrugged. "That'swhat she said.”
"Oh. Wéll, okay," she said, not redlly caring.

She signaded for the driver to open the door, and as the hydraulic mechanism hissed and moaned, | took
the clipboard from her and scanned the names. If Dermott Sinclair wasn't on there, my entire fabrication
was for naught. But there hewas, ared checkmark confirming his presence.

"Dermott Sinclair,” | said, asif | had some vague memory of the name. "Hasn't he been in acoma?’

"Oh, yeah," Jenny said, then leaned closer, aconspiratorid gleam in her usudly cludesseyes. "1 told
Nurse Baker that he'd joined the group, and she didn't believe me. But then she saw him, and she said he
couldn't go, and he got al surly with her, but you know Nurse Baker, and she wasn't about to givein."

Shesucked inair. | did, too. "Anyway, she said that he wasn't up for traveling, but he said held been
cleared by his doctor, and she said he hadn't, and he said he had, and—"

"Jenny."



"Right. Anyway, that's why we're running late. She held up the bus while she went and got his chart. And
sure enough, his doctor signed off. He's allowed to go on field trips and participate in dl activities. No
restrictions, it says. Isn't that wild? 1 mean, from acomato walking around just like held never even been
gck. It'samogt likeamiracle.

"Almog," | said, making amenta note to investigate his doctor.
"Lady, are you getting on the bus or not?* That from the bus driver.

| gave him aquick nod, thanked Jenny, and hopped into the coach's stairwell. The hydraulics hissed
again and the door did shut.

Since my seat was right behind the driver (Carl, | learned), | could see the fourteen or so passengers
reflected in the oversize rearview mirror mounted over Carl's seat. But | didn't see any obvious demons.
For that matter, | didn't see any subtle ones. No leers. No danty-eyed glances. No evil cackles.

Infact, the passengersal looked pretty harmless. The men had tended to Sit on the left of the bus, and
the women on the right. Most were with acompanion, looking at acataog or doing needlepoint or
arguing over someindiscretion. A few were tting by themselves, focusing on crossword puzzles or
dozing.

None looked intent upon foisting areign of evil onto the world.
And that, in anutshell, is the problem when demonswalk the earth. They blend in too damn well.

Most of thetime, demons are Smply out there in the ether, exiting, but not interacting with us. Not that
I'm all that keen on the idea of wading through a sea of demons every time | walk to my car, but it's
better than meeting onein adark aley. So long asademon isincorpored, he can't do much except
watch us and long to be us. Demons have ared thing about wanting to be human.

Some demonswant it so badly, in fact, that they go the possession route, stepping in to seize the body
while the person's il dive, and trapping the victim's soul in some deep, dark crevice. Possession,
however, isn't too subtle. For the most part, the Hollywood makeup department got it right with Linda
Blair. In other words, those demons aren't going to beinfiltrating the local PTA. At least, not without
being noticed.

Fortunately (for al of us) possession is pretty rare. Unfortunately, the more common demon manifestation
islessobvious. Y ou know dl those medica miraclesthat you hear about? Someone dying on the
operating table and then—amazingly!—they're brought back to life? Someone waking away from a
twelve-car pileup despite amassive blow to the head? Someone trapped underwater for closeto ten
minutes, but managing to survive?

I'll bet you think those folks are the lucky ones. Well, think again. Ninety-nine percent of the time we're
not talking miraculous surviva, we're talking determined demon.

Of course, not every body isacompatible host for ademon. Only the most powerful demons can
infiltrate the body of the faithful, for example. Those souls fight, keeping the demons away until the gap
closes.

And for the most part, demons avoid the elderly, preferring to infect the young, strong, and hedlthy (well,
except for being dead). But 1'd recently learned the hard way that in apinch, demonswill go for
whatever'savailable.

Bottom line: Most demons ook pretty much like everybody else.



Fortunately, though, corporeal demons do have afew idiosyncrasiesthat are useful for identification
purposes. Holy ground, for example, stops ademon cold. Y our average, everyday demon simply can't
walk on sanctified ground. Or, it can, but it hurtslike hell (literally). But Since the odds of convincing Carl
to make a quick detour so that | could parade the passengers through the cathedral were dim to none, |
wisely crossed that option off my list.

The bregth test isapersona favorite of mine. Demon-breath absolutely reeks. Sulfur mixed with
decaying flesh and who knows what el se tossed into the mix. Don't ask mewhy; | just know it'sa
universal demon characterigtic.

The problem with using the breath test to locate demonsis severdfold. For one, demons are wiseto the
whole stinky-breath thing. Altoids, Certs, Listerine—these trappings of modern-day hygiene have madeit
that much harder for Demon Hunters the world over. (Not that I'm complaining about hygiene, mind you.
I'mjust stating afact.)

And evenif alittle stinkiness does make it past the breath mint, thereé's ill the question of how togetina
demon's face without arousing his suspicions. Plus, there's dways the possibility of running acrossaliving,
breathing human with bregth that absolutely reeks. A socid faux pas, maybe, but hardly the basis for
judtifiable homicide.

No, the breath test just isn't reliable enough. For locating a possible demon, yes. For definitively
identifying ademon? No.

That leaves holy water. Which suitsmejust fine.

As definitive tests go, holy water is about as fool proof as they come. Convenient, too, since I'm rarely
without avid or two anymore.

Now dl I needed to do was subtly figure out which passenger was Dermott Sinclair.

Wed reached the Coast Highway, and that meant we were about ten minutes from the high school. So |
sueezed past Marissainto the aide.

"People, people!” | called, then paused as al eyeslooked up a me. "1 just need to run you through a
quick roll call before we get to the school.” Marissatapped one of her long, manicured fingers on my
arm. | ignored her. "So if you'd just raise your hand when | call your name—"

"Kate"

"—and that way | can check you off theligt."
"Kate!"

"y e

"Kely and | did that before we left Coastd Mids.”

"Of courseyou did, Marissa," | said, in the sametone | use when I'm trying to calm Timmy. | saw her grit
her teeth and knew she recognized the voice.

"Then there's redlly no need to repest the process, isthere?' She looked to Nurse Kelly for confirmation.
Kdly, one of the most nonconfrontational women I've ever met, looked at her lap.

"I'm here as achaperone,” | said, grabbing the opportunity. "And that means | need to be familiar with all



our charges. In case we need to locate someone at the school or if some sort of emergency comes up.”

Marissalooked like she was going to respond to that, but | turned to smile at the passengers. "I know a
lot of you dready, of course, but not everyone. Soif you'll just bear with me." | ran my finger down the
clipboard to the first name on the list and started in with "Tamara Able." Ms. Able, ablue-haired and
pink-cheeked bird of awoman raised her hand with aperky, "Right here, dear.” | made alittle check
mark, just for show.

Between ngpping passengers and defective hearing aids, it took five full minutesto get tothe"S' names.
"Arthur Smms?" A man snorted, then his hand shot into the air. "Right here, girlie. Or are you blind?’

"Right," | said. "Got you." | cleared my throat. "Dermott Sinclair?* No response. My heart dowed in my
chest. Had | been wrong? Had he |eft the nursing home by some other means? Or worse, was he il
there, with Lauraand my little boy?

| cleared my throat and tried again, willing myself not to be darmed. Not yet. "Dermott Sinclair?”

Still no response, and that little bubble of panic was just about to lodge in my throat when | saw a pudgy,
bald man—earlier, hed answered to Edmund Morrison—shift in his seet. Besde him, arail-thin wraith of
aman sa staring out the window. Morrisons elbow connected with his companion'srib cage, and the
wraith turned sharply, his eyesflashing hot with irritation.

| didn't even need to hear the rest. The wraith was Dermott Sinclair. And he was ademon. I'd bet good
money on that. Even more, 1'd bet my life. In fact, | wasjust about to do that.

Discretion might be the better part of valor, but it'saso apain intherear. There | wasin amotor coach
full of elderly resdents, aPTA vixen, the driver, and one potential demon. | needed to keep everyone
safe, maintain my secret identity, and confirm Sinclair's demonic satus. Y oull forgive meif | wasfeding a
little stressed.

| was aso feding alittleimpotent. I'd wanted to get the task out of the way before reaching the schooal,
but short of knocking Carl upside the head and hijacking the bus, | wasn't sure how to accomplish that. |
had the holy water, sure. But if | used it, Sinclair would lash out—either in rage or in pain. Carl might lose
control of the busand send it tumbling over acliff toward the rocky Pecific shore. I'd end up dead.
Worse, I'd belate for Family Day.

Frankly, neither possibility worked for me.

Which meant | needed to wait until the bus stopped. And, idedlly, | needed to get Sinclair done. The
guestion, of course, was how.

Three minutes |ater, we were pulling into the big parking lot by thefootball field, and | till didn't havea
foolproof plan, but | did have Hershey's Kisses and a Ziploc bag full of baby wipes. Not typical tools of
the demon-hunting trade, but I'm the woman who once hel ped her daughter make a diorama of the
Vatican out of eggshells and soda crackers. I'd make do.

As Carl maneuvered the bus toward the back of the schoal, | rummaged in my purse, found the bag, and
opened it. Then | opened the vid of holy water and dumped it in with thewipes. | could practicaly see
the ad campaign: Blessed be your baby's bottom... Now with Aloe!

| shook myself and pressed on.

With the bag till hidden in my purse, | stood up, making a show of keeping my balance as| moved



down the aidetoward Sinclair. "Okay, people,” | said as| moved. "After the bus stops, we're going to
oet off, form two linesin the parking lot, and then go into the school together.”

| leaned my hip against the seet in front of Sinclair and casudly pulled out aHershey'sKiss. "Would you
like one?'

Sinclair grunted something that | took as ano. His seat-mate, Morrison, looked tempted, then mumbled
something about his blood sugar.

As| unwrapped the Kiss, Carl turned the coach into the lot, shifting the behemoth to theright. |
accidentally-on-purpose fell over, then used Sinclair to catch my balance. And—oh, dear!—somehow
managed to smear chocolate al over his deeve and arm in the process.

Immediatdy, | started spouting apologies. Sinclair stayed giff and slent. Possibly atired old man.
Possibly a pissed-off demon. | kept an eye on hisface as| dabbed his deeve with aKleenex, searching
hiseyesfor clues asto what he was thinking. More particularly, searching for some clue that he knew
who | was. | hoped he didn't; | couldn't use the holy water until the others were off the bus (what with the
whole howling in agony thing). And if he knew my secret, held hardly agreeto lag behind so that | could
help him clean up the chocolate mess.

Thethingis, my identity as San Diablo's resident Demon Hunter was no longer a secret, at least not
among the demon population. After what happened this past summer, they knew me. Or, & least, some
did. Therearealot of demonic beingsfloating around out there, and | had to assume their grapevine was
at least as developed as my neighborhood gossip network.

But was Sinclair in that loop? | had no idea. His blank eyes reved ed nothing, and neither did his bregth,
which was tinged with the sharp scent of cinnamon, courtesy of the packet of Trident | saw on
Morrison'stray table. Which meant | had to proceed cautioudly... and pray for luck.

Morrison shoved histray back to the full upright and locked position, then squeezed into the aide. Other
folks started shuffling to stand up and gather purses and canes and the like,

Sinclair started to stand, but | kept him down with afirm hand on hisarm. "Just hang on abit. | should be
ableto get thiscleaned up in aflash." | wasn't sure | liked the look he gave mein response, but he
stayed. One point for Kate.

"Marissa," | caled, asthe passengersfiled toward the front. "I'm trying to clean up Mr. Sinclair's shirt.
Why don't you and Kelly take the othersin and well be right behind you?"

"Honestly, Kate. If you weren't going to shoulder your burden, then why did you agreeto help
chaperone?'

Fortunately, she didn't seem to redlly want an answer. Instead she kicked into gear and started ordering
the passengersto "Hurry, hurry, in oneline, please!™

| rummaged in my purse for awipe, then kept my hand clenched tight around it. "Carl," | said, tossing the
name over my shoulder. "Maybe you could give them ahand out there."

To my complete amazement, he agreed and started gathering histhings. Then again, maybe | shouldn't be
amazed.

Marissa had spent agood portion of the drive describing the homemade cream puffs she'd dropped of
at the school that morning. And, unlessit was the sun reflecting off the ocean, I'm certain I'd seen Carl
droaling.



"Okay, Mr. Sinclair,” | said, keeping my voice especidly cheery since Carl was il gathering histhings at
thefront of the bus. "Let's seeif we can't clean you up, then catch up to the others.”

My cell phone blared, and | jumped. | think Sinclair did, too. | consdered ignoring it, but since Carl was
il onthe bus, | decided to answer. Besdes, unless my kids are safdly in my line of sight, it's damn near
impossible for meto ignore aringing phone.

Thecdler ID read Allie, and my mommy-paranoia spiked. | flipped open the phone, fear for my kid
amogt blinding meto the potential demon at my side. "Are you okay? What's wrong? Where are you?"
Our rule on Allies cell phone useis stringent. Emergencies only. No exceptions.

"l won!" Allies excited voice filtered through the tiny spesker. "They're going to announce it during the
program. And | get a plague and acheck and everything.”

| started breathing again, trying hard to downshift from terror to something alittle more constructive.
"You'reokay?' | asked. "Y ou're not bleeding? No broken bones? No emergency surgeries or strange
men trying to lureyou into cars?'

"Mo-om! I'mfine. Aren't you listening? | won."

"The essay contet?" From the front of the bus, Carl was eyeing me curioudy. | waved, sgnding that al
waswdl in my world, which | hoped wasnt alie.

"Yesl" Sheld spent aweek of late nights at the kitchen table with my laptop, typing and editing a
five-page essay on family and Christmas for a contest sponsored by the local paper. I'd proofed the final
pagesfor her, and even managed to cry only alittle bit.

"Oh, sweetheart,” | said, downshifting even more from concerned irritation to materna pride. "That's
wonderful!"

"They want meto read it during the program. Y ou're on your way, right? Y ou won't be late?'
"Of course not. I'm practicdly there. Five minutes. Maybe ten.”

Besde me, Sinclair started to push up again. | aimed abright smile at him, and pulled out the baby wipe.
Then, as Allie continued to rave, | used atiny corner to attack the chocolate on hisdeeve. | wasn't
touching skin, and | hoped that if he was a demon, he'd be lured into afalse sense of security. Mostly,
though, | was stdling. If he was ademon, | anticipated some pretty loud histrionics once the holy water
contacted hisflesh. Best for al concerned if the cell-phone connection was broken when Sinclair
released that first yowl.

All indl acam, rationd, andytica gpproach.
Unfortunately, it didn't work.
"—and they're actudly gonna publish it," Alliewas saying.

| tried to squeezein a"good-bye"’ and a"tell medl about it in afew minutes,” but | never got the chance.
Sinclair legped out of the plush seat, damming into me with al the vim and vigor of a person possessed. |
saw it coming, but not intime. | shifted to the right, but he caught mein the chest and sent me tumbling
back over the armrest of the seat acrossthe aide. | cried out and the phone flew from my hand. | heard
my daughter'sterrified, "Mom!" then silence as the phone went dead.

Sinclair tried to sprint past, but | wasn't about to let that happen. | kicked out, managing to trip the



undead bastard and land him with a splat on the rubber runner.

| wasright behind him, legping from my precarious position on the armrest to an equally precarious
position on his back. Demon or not, this son of abitch had just scared my kid, and for that, heredly had

to pay.

| still had the baby wipein one hand, and now | dapped it down on hisbald spot. | heard (and smelled) a
satifying szzle, and Sinclair lurched in pain, his depths-of-Hell yowl filling the bus and threatening to
burst my eardrums.

A riled demon isastrong demon, and he was on hisfeet in no time, with me till clinging to him likea
leech. My arms were clagped tight around his neck, the still-wet baby wipe now pressed againgt the soft
skin of his neck. The stench of burning demon flesh dmost made me gag, but | kept my legs squeezed
visdikearound hiswag.

I'd spent the last three months working my tail off to sharpen my atrophied skillsin karate, tae kwon do,
and ahalf dozen other martid arts syles. But | wasn't using any of those skills a the moment. Insteed, |
more closaly resembled my son trying to avoid bedtime.

Since held been sitting at the back of the bus, we were probably only three yards away from the rear seat
and the door to the coach's restroom. With me il stuck fast, he bounded in that direction, then whipped
Sdeways, damming my spine up againgt the angled protrusion where the wall of the bathroom extended

dightly.

"Die, Hunter," he hissed asfiery pain shot through my entire body. He dammed again, then again, and
again, adding acomment to me with each and every impact.

"You cannot win." Crash!
"Our forcesgrow." Smash!
"Thewhedsaredready in motion." Crunch!

Not exactly the clearest of messages, but | wasn't too worried about interpretation. For that matter, the
way my head was spinning, | wasn't too worried about anything. Except putting the damn demon out of
my misery. And getting to Allie's ceremony ontime.

Keeping my left arm tight around his neck, | reached back with my right hand and fumbled for the
barrette that held my hair up and away from my face. Asgross asit sounds, optica penetration isthe
best method of killing a corpored demon. And thelittle metal strip on those cheap drugstore barrettes
doesthetrick every time.

Assoon as| let go with one hand, though, Sinclair dove forward with me gtill attached to hisback like
Ve cro. Helanded on his (and my) shoulders, then executed adoppy but effective somersault that was
s0 unexpected and painful that it completely shook me off him. My buit hit the floor, and | et out alittle
oomph as the wind was knocked out of me.

| tensed, ready to lash out, but instead of taking the offensive and rushing me, Sinclair barreled down the
aidetoward the front of the bus. Barely seconds passed before | sprang back up, but that was al he
needed.

Sinclair yanked the lever and the door hissed open. Then he turned, grinned in my direction, and started
running toward the schoal.



Chapter Three

| was only seconds behind him, but demons move fast, and by thetimel hit the asphalt, he was gone, lost
inaseaof parentsand grandparents, dl rushing through the parking lot toward the gymnasium entrance. |
rushed right dong with them, searching every face as| ran, but not seeing Sinclair anywhere.

Damn!

| raced toward the school, part of me hoping Sinclair redly had gone inside and part of me hoping hed
veered off toward some other destination. | wanted to nail the bastard, yes, but | also wanted him away
from my daughter.

| burst through acluster of elderly people, dowing only dightly when | redlized that the cluster was made
up of my elderly people. | didn't plan on stopping, but then | heard the tidbits of gossip—"What kind of
vitamins did the doc put him on?'—and redized they'd seen Sinclair, and had probably noticed which
direction hed run.

| skidded to astop. "Sinclair? Whered he go?'
Mr. Morrison pointed toward a nearby door. "Right through —"

"Kate!" Marissamateriaized beside me, her hand closing like avice on my elbow. "Where have you
been? It'slike herding cats. Kelly and | need ahand here.”

"I can't right now." | bounced alittle, my gaze not on Marissa but on that one meta door. "1 need—"

"To do your job?" She pointed to the group. "If you could just get everyone into two lines, then we
can—"

| shifted from one foot to the other. "Right. Sure. I'll beright back. First | just need to—"
"Kate! What isyour problem?"
"Looks like she's gottapee,” Mrs. Able said.

"Yes!" | jJumped all over that excuse. | aso ripped my arm out of Marissas grasp and raced toward the
school, her frustrated howl echoing behind me. Eventually, 1'd have to ded with her wrath. Frankly, I'd
just as soon face ademon.

| reached the door and jerked it open, then found myself on both familiar and unfamiliar ground. | never
went to an actua high school, but in the few months since Allie had enrolled as afreshman, I'd pulled
enough PTA duty to more than make up for thoselost years of my youth.

The school had been built more or lessin the shape of a Christmas tree, with the triangle-shaped top
marking the academic sections, and the brown "trunk™ hall playing host to the cafeteria, band hal and the
like. The gymnasium made up the tree stand. In other words, abig rectangle at the bottom.

| was currently in the orange wing, which ran the length of one sde of the Chrissmastreetriangle. | didn't
see any sign of the demon, but | also didn't see anyone ese. That was agood thing. With any luck, the
sudents were dready in the gym waiting for the Family Day festivitiesto Sart.



The demon had comein at the end of the hall, which meant that he could have turned dightly to theright,
tugged open the double doors, and entered the common area between the orange and blue halls. Or he
could have veered right and had a straight path down the orange halway.

Since barreling straight and fast seemed more in line with what ariled demon would do (Demonic
Psychology 101), | raced that way, too. | reached the end of the hall, ripped open the door to the
common areg, and burst inside.

No Sinclair. Damn!

| hurried on through the room, oversized maps of the United States nothing more than blue-green blursin
my periphera vison. Moments later, | plowed through the doors—then stopped dead. My daughter was
gtanding right in front of me. Behind her, a thefar end of the hdl, | saw Sinclair retregting farther into the
school.

"Allie)" I squesked, stupidly.

"Mom!" Shethrew her arms around me, squeezed, then apparently remembered that she was ateenager
and stepped away, awkwardly jamming her hands into the pockets of her jeans. "God, Mom! | was
ferocioudy worried. Areyou okay?'

"I—" I clamped my mouth shut, forcing my eyes back to Allie and away from the demon, now
disappearing in the distance. "I—Sure. Yes. I'm fine. Why? Don't | look fine?"

"Wadll, duh! We were talking and then you screamed, and—"

"Oh!" Indl theruckus, I'd completely forgotten. | threw my arms around her and squeezed hard. "I'm so
proud of you! My daughter the published writer. It'sfabulous.” | took a step away. "Buit | really need to

g)—
"Mo-om! You screamed.”

| stopped, resigned to finishing this conversation. "Right. | tripped.” That sounded good, so | went with it.
"I came on the Coastal Mists bus, and | wastalking to you and | just tripped. | went sprawling, and the
cell phone smashed dl to bits." | actualy had no idea where the phone was, but smashed was probably a
good bet.

"Tripped?" she repeated, sounding more than alittle dubious.
"Honest to God," | said, lying likeafiend.
"Jeez, Mom! Y ou redly scared ug"

"Oh, sweetie" | said, giving her aquick hug as guilt washed over me. "I'm fine. I'm so sorry | scared you,
but—us?'

And that'swhen | noticed the man. Rumpled and professorid, he was hanging back afew feet, giving
Allie and me space for our joyous reunion. Now, seeing that the conversation had begun to include him,
he came over, clutching acane and nursing adight limp.

He looked to be about forty, with mahogany-colored hair that was starting to gray around the temples.
Hisslver-gray eyeswere mostly hidden behind wire-framed glasses. He was watching me with an odd
familiarity, and | frowned, wondering if weld met. Something about him was familiar to me, too, and | felt
myself sarting to fidget under his steady gaze.



"David Long," he said, holding out his hand for me to shake.

"I went and found him the second the line went dead!" Allie squeded.

Mr. Long'ssmilewasindulgent. "I told her you probably weren't in mortal danger.”

"Um, right. Thanks."

"Mr. Long teaches chemigry,” Alliesaid. "I'm taking hisfreshman intro class next semester.”

"On purpose?' | was having ahard time wrapping my fuzzy brain around the concept of "Allie" and
"science” in any sort of close proximity at all.

"Um, yeah."
"Chemistry?' | repeated. "With the test tubes and the Bunsen burners and the fizzle and the smoke?"

"Mo-ther," she said, her tone suggesting sheld stepped in something gross. "It's not like I'm stupid or
anything.”

"Of courseyou'renot,” | said automatically. "Y ou can handle any classyou want."
"Right." She nodded, perfectly pleased with hersdlf, then looked up a David Long and smiled.

| fought back the urge to whap myself on the forehead as comprehension dawned. My boy-crazy
daughter had aschoolgirl crush. There was no other reasonable explanation.

| let that settle into my brain, trying to decideiif | had a problem with my daughter having acrush on the
chemidtry ingtructor. | decided that so long as said crush got her signed up to take science classes, then |
didn't. After dl, | could trust Mr. Long to be purely professiona. Anything ingppropriate, and I'd practice
afew of my morelethad moveson himinadark aley.

The thought both cheered me and reminded methat | already had a man on my dark-alley dance card.

"C'mon," Allie said, tugging on my hand, her earlier worry al but forgotten. "1 helped set up during sudy
hdl, and if we hurry, we can till get some of the little chocol ate cakes before the ceremony gtarts.”

| wanted nothing more than to eat cakes with my daughter, but demons take precedence over chocolate
(hard to believe, but true). And today, demons even took precedence over my family. A little fact that
amodt ripped my heart in two, especidly with Allie tugging on my hand, so eager for me to be with her
despite the onset of puberty and raging hormones.

But what choice did | have? There was ademon loose in the high school. And to save my kid, | first had
to hurt my kid.

Gently, | tugged my hand free. "Y ou go on ahead. I'll beright behind you."
"But, Mom!"

"Honestly, Allie, | need to—" What? What could | possibly say that wouldn't increasethe hurt | saw in
her eyes?

And then Mr. Long stepped in, laying afirm hand on Allie's shoulder as he cameto my rescue. Y our
mom may have afew things she needsto take care of before she headsto the gym."



Heturned to face me, his expression bland but hiseyes piercing. "Y ou're on the PTA, right? | bet you got
stuck with adozen last-minute projects.”

"I did," | said, baffled but rlieved. "I totdly did." That, of course, wasalie. Inwhat I'd consdered atruly
brilliant maneuver, I'd managed to sdestep dl non-cupcake related duties. I'd felt alittle guilty for not
volunteering, but got over it fast. After al, eradicating the San Diablo demon population had to count for
something, right?

| turned to Allie. "Why don't you head on down, and I'll meet you there.”
"You'll bethere beforeit sarts?
"Of course!” | said. And | intended to do everything in my power to make sure | wasn't lying.

"Comeon,” Mr. Long saidto Allie. "I'll go with you." Helooked at me. "One of my duties today.
Herding the sudentsto the gym."

"Herding," Allie repeated, rolling her eyes. "Likeweredl cows or something.” But she went with him
without any more protest, and David Long and | shared alook that said smply, Teenagers.

As soon as they disappeared around the corner, | raced off in the same direction as Sinclair, turning
corners and following the rainbow of colored hallways.

About two minutes later, | found myself at an intersection and redlized | had no clue where the demon
might be. | mentally flipped a coin, picked adirection, and hoped I'd find a demon.

And that's when | saw the door.

Cracked open dightly, the plain white door was the kind with ametal vent in the bottom pand. A place
to dlow nasty fumes from cleaning products to escape. | checked the little plaque by the door and, sure
enough, thiswasthe janitor's closet.

Logicdly, | knew that the janitor might have smply failed to pull the door completely closed. But logic
wasn't entirdy running the show here, and my ingtinctstold methat it wasn't the janitor in there—it was
Dermott Snclair.

| hesitated, my hand pressed lightly againgt the frame. If | waswrong, I'd be wasting valuable time. The
thingis, | didn't think | waswrong. And | was used to going on my ingtincts. I'd been doing it for the last
fourteen yearsraising my kids and, so far, those ingtincts had worked out just fine.

So | went in. The door didn't open onto asupply room like I'd expected. Instead, it opened directly onto
aset of sairsleading down to abasement. The sairswere lined on either side with shelves, and those
sheveshdld avariety of janitorid products: Windex, bleach, abox of rags.

The stairs curved sharply, and right before the curve | saw atool chest. Carefully, so asto not make
anything scrape or rattle, | plucked out ascrewdriver. Barrettes are finein apinch, but | wanted
something with heft.

A few more steps, and now the stairs were below the level of the shelving, open to the basement, the
only barrier aseries of thin, metal posts supporting a battered railing. Two bare lightbulbs provided dim
illumination, reveding a utility sink tucked into one corner, and there, on the far side of the room, Dermott
Sndair.

| held my bresth and kept my body perfectly still. He hadn't seen me, too busy concentrating on the task



at hand; Since his back wasto me, | couldn't see exactly what he was doing, but | could hear the soft
scrape of stone diding against mortar. The musclesin his back tightened, and hisarmsmovedina
rhythmic, alternating motion as he tugged on acinder block lodged in thewall.

Why, | wondered, was he doing that?

| reached out, intending to grab hold of the handrail as| crept farther down the sairs. The top bar of the
railing, however, had come loose from the vertical supports, and my touch knocked it off kilter, freeing
the vertical meta pogts. Talk about a building code violation. | mean, something like that could easly put
out an eye.

A harsh metd noise accompanied the shifting of therail, and Sinclair whipped around, his nogtrils flaring.
The cinder block wastight in his hands, and now he heaved it a me. | dove forward, the block clearing
my head as my hands smashed against the cement floor. My purse spilled al over thefloor, and the
screwdriver went flying. | winced, but rolled over onto my back, my hand brushing something long and
smooth. | grabbed it—whatever it was—then thrust my legs up and out in a practiced move that would
make Cutter, my sensel, proud.

My shoes connected firmly with Sinclair's gut. Helet out ahowl as he ssumbled backwards, then he
plopped onto the ground. There's a certain satisfaction in seeing ademon fal on hisrump, and | was
riding that high for dl it wasworth.

| sprang to my feet, my fingerstight around what | now saw was a Christmas ornament. Specificaly, a
glassicicle, probably shoved into my purse by my little boy. The end had snapped off, leaving asharp
edge of glass. Exactly the kind of thing | didn't want Timmy to play with—for exactly the reason | was
now glad to have it. These things are dangerous.

Sinclair was up now, too, and from the calculating look in hiseye, | could tell hewasitching for afight.
Sowas|. Threaten my kids, come on to my turf, and it's not just about duty. It becomes—like they say
in the movies—persond.

Hewas watching me, wary, hishandsin a classc fighting stance. Hisfeet werein constant motion, a
boxer waiting for the perfect blow. | didn't intend to let him haveit.

"Why areyou here?' | asked, my feet also moving. We probably looked like we were engaged in some
strange dance competition. In away, | guess maybe we were.

"That isno concern of yours, Hunter."
"Actudly, figuring out why you're hereis a the top of my job description.”

Hislip curled into asnarl. "Perhaps you should find anew job," he suggested. "Because you'vefalled
here. The planisaready underway."

My stomach twisted a bit at that. What plan? But | didn't have time to wonder because he was lunging at
me

| lunged right back, leading with theicicle. He whipped hisarm up, the glassfirst meeting resistance and
then sinking deep into the yielding flesh. The wound was deep, but not nearly enough to stop ademon.
And as| cursed in frustration, he kicked out, connecting solidly with my right knee.

| wish | could say | wasready for it, but | wasn't. A kick in the kneeisbrutal, and | went down,
scrambling to keep some balance. .. or at least to keep my hand tight on theiicicle.



| didn't manage either, though, and now Sinclair had the wegpon—he tugged it out of hisflesh and aimed
it at mewith atoothy grin. There was only alittle blood—he was dead flesh, after l—and somehow the
lack of blood made the entire Situation that much more sinigter.

| didn't have timeto think about that, though, because he was on me, my own arm up to deflect hisblows
as hetried to dam theicicle through my heart.

Old men may not be strong, but the same can't be said about demons and, from my awkward position on
my back, Sinclair definitely had the advantage. We were by the staircase, and | grabbed the bottom step
with one hand, trying to use the fiveinches of height to lever mysdlf up while| fended him off with the
other hand.

No use. Sinclair was on top of me; so close that the putrid scent of his demon breath came through even
past the spicy cinnamon gum.

And that'swhen | saw it. The screwdriver. It had rolled under the yellow janitor's bucket, its
orange-and-black handle barely peeking out.

With one hand, | shoved againgt Sinclair's chest, keeping him away, trying to prevent him from landing a
fatal blow. With the other, | reached out, stretching until my fingers brushed the hard plagtic handle. But |
gtill wasn't close enough to grab it, and Sinclair was fighting hard.

Damn!

Herdlied, thistime coming in hard toward my face. | made onelast thrust for the screwdriver. No use.
Sinclair was on me, and at the last second, | whipped my outstretched arm forward, connecting hard with
histhroat.

He gagged, and dropped theicicle, but then he used his now-free hand to grab my wrist. | reacted
without thinking and kneed him in the groin, screaming out in pain as| did so because my knee il hurt
like hell from where héd smashed it.

Therewasn't alot offeree behind my blow—and demons are mostly immune to being kicked in the
balls—but he sumbled backwards anyway, hisgrip on my wristsloosening just dightly.

That wasdl | needed. | stretched, pushing myself dong the floor until my fingers snagged the
screwdriver. | tried to get up, but he'd recovered himsalf by then and lashed out, knocking my legs out
from under me and destroying my precarious balance.

He leaped on me, his hand closing around the hand with the screwdriver. He dammed me backwards,
banging my aready battered hand, and then pried my fingers open.

| watched mysdlf, like watching someone in adream, as he hit a pressure point at the base of my thumb.
My fingers dackened, and the screwdriver tumbled from my hand.

He caught it midair, then raised it, lunging for me even as he cried out, telling mein no uncertain terms that
it wastimeto "Die, Hunter, die."

Images of my kids flooded my brain, and | screamed in defiance as| parried to the left. | managed to
avoid the brunt of his blow, but the motion shifted both of us off balance. We crashed to thefloor, and |
rolled to the right, barely escaping histhrust of the screwdriver.

Theiciclewasright there, the end now even more jagged and sharp from having smashed on the cement
floor. Good.



| grabbed it up and rocketed to my feet, ignoring the searing pain that shot through my injured knee.
Sinclair was up, too, and we lunged at each other, me leading with apiddly little Christmas ornament, and
the demon leading with alethal-looking screwdriver.

Not the best of odds, but | didn't care. | didn't intend to lose. | just wasn't exactly sure how | was going
to manageto win.

| was breathing hard now, ingtinct guiding my movements even as my head tried to come up with agood
plan. Or, for that matter, any plan. We circled each other until the stairs—and the rickety railing—was
right behind him.

And that'swhen | got theidea...

| leaped forward with theicicle, shifting at the last second to avoid hisface, and instead damming the
glassdeep into histhigh.

He'd braced for my attack, of course, but he hadn't expected the blow to hisleg, and he reacted
ingtinctively, turning away to protect hiswound. | anticipated the move and scrambled the opposite
direction, ending up behind him. Then | threw mysalf on hisback, clutched histhroat, and held on for
dear life as he tumbled forward.

And then—using every ounce of willpower in my body—I aimed. And | prayed.

| heard asharp crack, then felt ajolt asthe metd post dammed home, diding easily through the demon's
bulbous gray eye. Hislow moan faded quickly, and | saw the familiar shimmer in the air asthe demon
departed the old man's body to return to the ether.

| sagged to the floor, my body limp with relief.

That emotion was short-lived, however. 1'd gotten rid of one problem (the demon), but now | had a
whole new one (his plan). HEd been down in the basement for areason. | needed to figure out what it
was.

The stone held tossed at me had been large, and it had left an equally large holeinthewall. A dark hole,
actudly, and | moved toward it with trepidation. | bent down and squinted into it, but | couldn't seea

thing.
SinceI'm not crazy about spiders and other basement-dwelling critters, | wasn't too keen on sticking my

hand in the gap and feding around, but | did it anyway. (Thisjob isnot for the squeamish.) Fortunately, |
encountered nothing dithery nor dimy. Infact, | encountered nothing at dl.

Wéll, damn. I'd been so sure that Sinclair knew what he was doing. Had someone beaten him to the
punch? Or had Sinclair himsdf dready squirreled the thing away? Maybe hidden it on his person?

| made aface as| consdered that possibility, my fingers still probing the dark. 1'd changed alot of nasty
Pull-Upsin my day, but the idea of patting down a dead demon still had me cringing.

I'd @bout convinced mysdlf thet | redly did haveto frisk Sinclair when my fingersfound acreviceinthe
stone. A placein the very back where the mortar no longer felt rough. Instead, it felt smooth and cool,
with only the dightest hint of texture.

| felt around some more, my heart begting faster. | ran my finger down the length of the crevice until |
encountered mortar again. That'swhen it hit me. A book. | was fedling the spine of abook lodged
between two stones.



| settled my shoulder against the cool stonewall, hooked my fingertips around the edge of the volume,
and pulled. It shifted, but only dightly, and | felt amomentary burst of irritation. If the book had been
placed years ago and literdly mortared in with the stone, then I'd need something alot stronger than my
fingernails, even with the Saly Hansen acrylic topcoat.

| took a breath and tugged again, hoping it had merely been placed in the wall for safekeeping, and not
made a permanent part of the architecture.

Thistime, | got lucky. True, | ruined the polish on three nails and broke the nail on my forefinger off at the
quick, but the book wasin my hand, and | was victorious. Unmanicured, but victorious.

| pulled it out into the light and studied it, searching the outside for clues asto its purpose. None were
apparent. The book was large—about the same size as Timmy's lap books but thicker than his battered
copy of How Do Dinosaurs Say Good Night? About aninch thick, actualy. And unlike Timmy's
reptile-covered storybooks, this one was bound in dark red leather, cracked and scarred with age.

The spine may once have reflected atitle, but now dl that remained of the gilt lettering was tiny flecks of
gold.

At one point, the book must have been extraordinary. But now the thing was battered and shabby, the
embaossing worn down o that there were no identifying marks at dl, noftitle, no telltale demonic symbols.
Just ahint of araised design that may or may not have been atriangle.

Will, hdll.

Asarule, | don't go around opening books that the demon population is scrambling for. Y ou just never
know what you might find.

But in this case, | wanted to know. No, it was more than that. | needed to know. Sinclair had said that |
wastoo late. That the wheels were dready in motion. He'd raced to the school—a place I'd ways
believed was safe. Willful blindness on my part, maybe, but it made the mornings easier when | sent my
daughter out into what | knew, better than any mom, was a dangerous world.

The demons had a plan, and this book was part of it. | needed to know how. | needed to make sure
nothing was going to happen now. That hordes of demons weren't about to descend on the school.

In other words, | needed to know that my kid was safe.

And 0, with a holy water-drenched baby wipe held tight as a defense againgt any evil that might spew
forth, I plunked the book on aworktable and then dowly lifted the cover.

The spine creaked in protest, but no evil emerged, and the flames of Hell didn't legp forth to engulf me.
Thus encouraged, | opened the cover abit more, then bent low and peered into the dark space between
cover and flyleaf. | saw nothing, and so | continued until the cover wasflipped entirely open.

Nothing.

And | meanthat literdly.

Not demons. Not incantations. Not even a copyright page with the Library of Congressinformation.
Just blank paper, brittle and dightly stained.

Frowning, | carefully flipped through the rest of the volume. Nothing.



Every page was completely blank. The book told me nothing. Absolutely nothing.
| turned to look at the grotesque form of Sinclair, the vertical beam protruding from the back of his skull.
"What'sgoing on, Sinclair?" | asked.

The demon, however, stayed stubbornly silent.

Chapter Four

Disposing of adead demon isalot harder than it sounds, and if Marissafound me keegping company with
adead body, you can be damn sure Coastd Mistswouldn't be inviting me to the annua Volunteer
Apprecigtion Dinner.

Inthe pagt, | Smply would have called thekill in, and Forza would send a digpatch team to do the dirty
work. But in the last decade or so, Forza has suffered affing problems, and that Smply wasn't an
option. (I'd been alittle surprised when I'd learned of the dwindling ranks within Forza, actudly. But
after | thought about it, | began to understand. It'sahard life. And what sounds like fun on aNintendo
Game-Cubelosesalot of itsgpped in the harsh light of redity.)

| could try to hide the body mysdlf—getting my new alimentator e to give me ahand with the heavy
lifting—but that plan involved schlepping the body out of the high school, and that wastoo risky for my
tagte. I'vewanted alot of thingsin my life, but afuture in prison was not one of them.

No, my best bet was to smply clean up any evidence of the fight, wipe off my fingerprints, and leave.
The body wasjust abody now, so whoever discovered it would most likely believe that Sinclair had
fdlen victim to an unfortunate accident. | just needed to head up to the gym, find my kids, do my
Mommy-At-Family-Day routine, and try my damnedest not to look distracted.

When it was time to head back to Coastd Mists, I'd feign concern and start a search. | could come back
then and discover thetragedy. | probably still wouldn't win volunteer of the year (I mean, | had beenin
charge of the man), but | doubted anyone would suspect I'd killed him. | was on the PTA, after all.

Onthat note, | got busy cleaning up, wiping off fingerprints and picking up the junk that had scattered
from my purse. | took the screwdriver, too, for good measure.

My forensic concerns alayed as much as possible, | gathered my things. The book wastoo tall to fit
neatly in my purse, o | took off my cardigan and tossed it between the shoulder straps so it lay over the
top of my bag, hiding the section of leather than peeked out from the Dooney & Bourke knockoff.

Then | hurried up the stairs, pausing at the door to wipe the dust off my clothesas| considered the
Stuation. Since the assembly was aready underway, | assumed the hals would be clear. With any luck, |
could find the gym, find Allie, then dide into my seat with the efficient expresson of aPTA committee
member who's just finished doing her civic—academic?—duty.

Because | was having one of those days, the luck 1'd wished for didn't materidize. David Long, however,
did. | ran smack into him not two seconds after 1'd turned from the purple hal to the brown.

"Oh!" | said, and he looked just as startled—and guilty—as | felt. Although, to be honest, I'm probably
projecting the guilt part. Or maybe not. This was the sudents big day, after al. Awards. Pomp.



Circumstance. Shouldn't he bein the gym by now?1 knew | should.

"Got ahall pass, Migter?" | asked, flashing what | hoped was a disarming—and charming—grin. |
learned years ago that an offensive gpproach isamost always better than struggling to play defense.

He patted himself down, then shrugged. "Guess| |eft it in homeroom.”
| made a tsk-tsk sound. "I see detention in your future.”

"| teach chemistry,” he said, deadpan. "I spend my days staring at dozens of blank faceswho think a
vaence bond isan old Sean Connery movie. Isn't that punishment enough?”

| pretended to consider. "I see your point. I'll let you off the hook. Thistime," | added, in my most stern
voice.

He nodded, just as serioudly. "Y es, maam.”
"What were you doing out here, anyway?" | asked.

"Still rounding up students,” he said. "A lot of the kidswill skip assembly. Hide out in the common aress.
It'smy job to wrangle them back." He leaned casudly against the wall, his cane propped beside him, then
hooked his thumbsin the front pockets of his dacksin amove so suddenly familiar it made my heart
gutter in my chest.

Eric.

Mentdly, | shook mysdlf, willing mysdlf not to dide into my memories. Lots of men areeasy totak to
and have familiar mannerisms. Y es, David Long reminded me of Eric. But no, | couldn't afford to be
rattled. Not today. Not with a stolen book in my purse, a dead demon in the basement, and a hellacious
plot brewing.

| took a breath and forced myself to concentrate.
"Actudly,” hesaid, "l could ask you the samething.”

"What youre doing here," he clarified, a the sametime standing up straight and breaking the spell.
"Aren't you supposed to bein the gym?'

"Right," | said. "Um... | got turned around. All these damned colored halways."

"Itsachalengedl right." He moved closer, and | saw his gaze dip down. My hand went automatically to
my purse, pulling it closer to my sde. My cardigan had shifted, and one corner of the book was peeking
out. Not alot, but enough to make clear to anyone who might belooking that | was schlepping a musty
(and potentialy demonic) book around. Damn.

When | looked back up, | found David Long searching my face.
"S0," | said brightly. "1 should probably get going.” | took atentative step, hoping held take the hint.
"Areyou sureyou're okay?"

| cocked my head. "Excuse me?"



"Yourelimping.
Damn. "New shoes."

He glanced down at the extremely comfortable, extremely broken-in loafers I'd matched with my linen
dacks and swester set. Not couture shoes by any means, but they were more practical than pumpsfor
clamoring up ladders a nurang homes. And for fighting the odd demon.

"Uh-huh," he said.
"S0," | repeated. "Which way do we go?'

For the briefest of ingtants, | thought he was going to say something else. Maybe criticize my choice of
footwear. But he just lifted afinger and pointed. " Straight down. The gym's the dead end.”

| winced, not too crazy about the way he said that. But | took astep in that direction, then paused as |
realized he was going the other way. Back theway 1'd come. "Uh, Mr. Long?'

"David."
"Right. David. Aren't you coming, too?"

He shook his head just dightly. "I remembered something | need to check on." He gave me afriendly
wave, then started walking. " I'll see you after the assembly.”

Oh. Wdl. Damn.

| watched him go, unable to shake the fedling that he was heading straight for the janitor's basement. For
amoment, | consdered following him, but what would | say if he saw me again? That I'd developed a
mad crush and couldn't bear parting ways? That | wanted to discuss Allies future curriculum with him?
That | desperately wanted to know what a vaence bond was?

Somehow | didn't think any of those gpproacheswould fly.

| reminded mysdlf that | didn't know for certain that he was heading to the basement. It was, after dl, ina
completely different colored hall. And even if hewas, so what? | certainly wasn't going to admit to any
knowledge of the body beside the sairs.

Stll, something about David Long made meitchy, and | wanted to keep himin my sights. | took astepin
that direction, figuring I'd make up an excuse if he saw me, then was caught up short by the warm grate
of afamiliar voice: "Good God, Kate. Our girl's going crazy wondering if you're gonnamakeit ontime."

| turned to see Eddie shuffling toward me, decked out in plaid golfing pants and an orange T-shirt that
instructed passersby to Kiss a Prince—The World Needs More Frogs. | couldn't help but smile,
especidly at the"our girl" reference. Asfar as Allies concerned, Eddie's her paternal greatgrandfather,
but the truth isalot more complex. Asfar as1 know, Eddiesno relationto Allieat dl. Of course, both
Eric and | were orphans, so in my more melancholy moments, | like to pretend that fate redlly did bring
back my family.

Still, blood or not, Eddie redly has become family. He's one of the few people who knows my secret,
and he only knows it because he brought down more than afew demonsin his day, too.

Eddieswily, bad-tempered, can cuss a blue stregk, and | love him like afather. And I'm pretty sure he
loves me like adaughter. | know he consders Allie hisown. Timmy, heisn't certain about yet. But once



my boy movesfrom Pull-Upsto underwear, | have afeding their relationship will shift, too.

In the meantime, | don't mind that Eddi€'s affection runs more toward my daughter. Tim has Stuart's
parentsto dote on him. To befair, they dote on Allie, too, but she was old enough when | married Stuart
to understand that Grandma and Grandpa Connor weren't redly hers.

Eddie though... well, he belongsto our girl, and she cherishesthat. Asfor me, | protect it.

Which explained why Eddie was il living in our guest bedroom even though he and Stuart hadn't exactly
become bosom buddies, and even though held been promising for monthsto find anearby apartment. It
was aconcession on Stuart's part that | appreciated and about which | felt no guilt. I'd made alot of
adjustments to accommodate his run for office. | figured the least he could do was open up the house to
along-logt relative, abeit afabricated one.

"Comeon, girl," he said, giving me atap on the shoulder. "Timeto get amove on.”
"l haven't missed—7?"

He shook hishead. "Not yet. But you need to light afire. As soon asthat principa quits blathering on
about al this hoo-ha, they're going to announce the awards. Y ou won't hear the end of it if you missit.”

"Not going to happen,” | said, any lingering thoughts of following David Long vanishing in a puff of
maternd pride.

Stll, 1 took aquick peek backwards as we hustled down the hal in the direction of the gym. All quiet.
Not ahint of the man.

| told mysdlf that it was pointlessto worry. After dl, if hell brokeloose, I'd surdly notice.

Principa George was gtill spesking when we arrived, which had the unexpected benefit of giving me an
excuse to completely ignore Marissa, who was gesturing like crazy for meto join her and her Coastal
Migt charges. | pretended confusion, pointed to Allie, and then started to climb my way over students
and parents. Laurawas dready there, and Timmy clamored from her lap to mine.

AsPrincipal George continued on through the hoo-ha, | kept checking the door, expecting David to
enter. When hedidn't, | started conjuring up scenarios where held found the body, called the police, and
dozens of Siren-spewing cop cars were now descending on the school, ready to cart me away in cuffs
and an orange prison jumper.

Laurapassed memy keys. "You'relimping.”
"So I've beentold.”

"Everything okay?"

"For now," | sad. "I'll fill youin later."

She nodded, and | shoved thoughts of prison and demon carcasses out of my head, then took another
look around the gym, thistime searching for Stuart. Nothing. | mouthed his nameto Laura, but shejust
shrugged.

Lauras husband, | noticed, was aso absent. That, however, was to be expected. Paul isthe CEO of a
thriving fast-food enterprise, and spends alot of timelately working out of hisLos Angeles office.
Consdering Laura had recently begun to suspect that Paul's having an affair, | think she questions how



much work goeson in Los Angeles. But she hasn't confronted the lying, cheating bastard yet.

Stuart, at least, was not a cheating bastard. Which meant he had no excuse for not attending Family Day.
Which meant that | was pissed off. Particularly since hed gone to such greeat lengths to assure me that
he'd be there.

| didn't havelong to revel in my righteous indignation, however, because Mrs. George had moved on to
the various awards and other achievements that the school had racked up so far during the school year.
"And the semegter's not even finished!" she enthused aswe dl dutifully applauded.

There were afew athletic awards, some academic accomplishments, and then she introduced Stella
Atkins, theLife & Artseditor of the San Diablo Herald. And then Stdllaiintroduced my daughter.

| squeezed Alli€'s hand, then choked back tears as she picked her way down the bleachersto Stella's
sde. She clutched the plague, and | saw her eyes scan the crowd, focusing particularly on both sets of
doors. | knew what she was thinking—her essay had been on Christmas and family. The loss of one dad
and the joy of finding another. Not areplacement, but an addition. And agrandfather, too, to smooth out
the rough edges.

| was there. Eddie was there. But Stuart was nowhere to be found.

| tapped Laura, then mouthed the word phone. She passed me her cell phoneand | dialed Stuart's
number, praying he wasjust outside the gymnasium doors.

Voicemall.
| snapped the phone shut, anger and disappointment settling over me like athick blanket.

| sncerely hoped my husband wasn't expecting a hot dinner tonight. Because the only thing held be
getting from mewasice cold.

| might have been seething, but Allie held it together despite the ache | knew she had to fed in her heart.
She gave awonderfully smooth acceptance speech in avoice that didn't even shake once, and in that
moment, | think | was more proud of her than I'd ever been.

I'd expected the little pang in my heart back when shetook her first steps. When she toddled off to
kindergarten. When she learned to ride abike. Those are the momentsthey tell you about in dl those
What to Expect books.

But these moments—the onesthat sneak up on you, where your kid redlly risesto the occasion and you
can't help but think that you did good and your baby's going to be dl right—wadll, those are the moments
that redly get mein the gut.

Asangry as| wasthat Stuart wasn't there, | also felt alittle bit numb. Because it wasn't redlly Stuart that |
wanted beside me that day. It was Eric. And as| listened to my daughter read her wonderful essay to the
crowd, | had to fight the tears that threatened to overflow and spill down my cheeks.

Grief isafunny thing. Had | lost Eric back when we were both hunting, | think it might have been essier
to handle. Death was part of the scenery back then. It was normal, expected. But Eric and | had hung up
our demon-hunting hats. Wed retired from the Forza Scura and moved first to Los Angeles and then to
San Diablo, one of the most demon-free townsin the country. Or, a least, it had been back then. Wed
had our baby girl, and we'd ensconced oursaves in the trappings of suburbia.

Wed been happy. We had our normal life, our normal family, our norma town. Our problems centered



around billsand car repairs and leaky plumbing. The most demonic creature we encountered was the
principd a Allieskindergarten. No longer were our evenings spent performing wegpons checks,
researching Grimoires, or brushing up on combat medicine. Instead, after we put Allie to bed, we'd
snuggle on the couch and watch al the movieswe'd missed during our oh-so unusud childhoods.

Thered been atime when | could have staunched a stab wound with my fingers or cauterized an artery
by flash-burning gunpowder. But once Eric and | settled down, those skills deteriorated, and 1'd been
thankful. We spent ten wonderful years smoothing our rough edges and learning to be—and to
fed—normal. We were happy and securein the little fairy-tae world wed built. But it had to be afairy
tale, because we knew thetruth. There are giants and witchesin the forest, and if you aren't careful,
they'll dap you into an oven faster than you can say "boo."

And here's another truth: Demons aren't the only bad things that roam in the dark. There are bad people,
too. One of them killed my husband. Took his cash and left Eric to die on acold and foggy San
Francisco Strest.

Therésacrud irony in Eric's story. My husband—the man who'd destroyed so many preternatural
creatures, the man whose reflexes had once been athing of wonder—taken out by a mere morta and a
9-rnm pistol.

There's probably alesson there, too, but it wasn't one | wanted to think about. At thetime, I'd only
wanted Eric back. And my disbelief that he could have perished under such mundane circumstances had
made my grief long-lived. It was Hill there, in fact. Hiding under the surface of my shiny new life. A lifel
loved sofiercely that my memories of Eric, and the pangs of grief that came with those memories, were
awayslined with guilt.

When | was young and brave and stupid, | never feared death. Now | dreaded it as only amother can. |
don't want to leave my kids. Not now. Hell, not ever, though I'm pragmatic enough to know that
someday thetimewill come.

But | think the hardest part of Eric's death isthe pity | fed for him. HEd been given agift in Allie, and
someone had ripped that away from him. Hed missed birthdays and kisses and cheerleader tryouts. Hed
missed glaring at boys and setting curfews. He'd missed today, watching our beautiful daughter accept an
award and read an essay to aroomful of people, without showing even the dightest hint of fear.

| didn't want to pity the man I'd loved, the man who'd been my partner. But | did. And my deep,
horrible, dirty little secret? | was glad that if one of us had to die, that it had been him and not me.

By thetime Alliefinished, | was ateary-eyed mess.
"Mommy sad?' Timmy asked, rubbing his sticky palms on my cheeks.
| hugged him close and kissed the top of hishead. "Mommy's proud,” | said.

Beside me, Laurareached out to squeeze my hand. Acrossthe hall, | could see her daughter, Mindy,
grinning like afiend from the riser on which she stood, surrounded by the rest of the choir.

The Duponts live immediately behind our house, and the girls have been best friends since thefirst day
they laid eyes on each other. Lauraand | quickly followed suit, and the Dupont and Connor females
make good use of the back fence gates that alow us easy access to each other's homes.

Over the years, the only hint of jealousy that had ever reared its head between the girls appeared after



the faculty committee anointed Allie, but not Mindy, with one of the three coveted freshman spots on the
cheerleading squad. Thankfully, the tension eased after about aweek. That's when the girls redlized that
Mindy has avoicethat could give Celine Dion arun for her money, whereas my daughter sounds
remarkably like Kermit the Frog. The universe shifted back, and the jeal ousy flitted off to annoy some
other less-wdl-adjusted children.

Needlessto say, Lauraand | were greatly relieved. We could still be best friends even if our girls
weren't. But it was aheck of alot easier thisway.

Around us, parents, kids, and teachers were shifting to stations that had been set up around the perimeter
of the gym. Dramaclub, math club, surf club, cheerleading. And, of course, the snack table. | wondered
idly what kind of cupcakes Laura had bought, but it didn't really matter. At the moment, al | cared about
was my brilliant and accomplished daughter.

Asthe choir garted up with amedley of Christmas songs, Allie bounded across the auditorium, all
composure now abandoned. "A check!" she yelped, as Eddie caught her in ahug. "Mom, Eddie, look! |
got acheck for five hundred dollargl"

Eddietook it from her, then held it at armslength, squinting at it through histhick glasses. "Whoa-ho
there, hotshot. Look at you. You'rerich!" He ruffled her hair, and she didn't even duck away like she
usually does when | show too much affection around her peers.

Eddieleaned in closer, his eyes on me as he spoke sotto voce to Allie. "Run,” he said. "Run now. And if
anyone mentions educationa savings accounts, you shoot first and ask questions | ater.”

| tried to look stern as Allie giggled and linked her arm through Eddi€'s. Besde me, Laurastifled asmile
as shelooked from oneto the other. "Good luck," shefinally said, giving me aquick pat on the shoulder.
Then took off acrossthe gym toward the choir risers, leaving meto ded with my insane family aone.

| Sghed, and hoisted Timmy up onto my hip.

"So?" Allie said, bouncing from onefoot to the other. "Can | buy an iPod? Please, please, pleeeeeze?'
"I don't know," | said, alittle distracted because | saw Marissa stalking across the room toward us.
"Oh, come on, Mom! Eddiesright. It'smy money. And | promise | won't useit during class.”

That caught my attention. "1 redlly hope you're kidding. Because if that's even an option at this schoal,
we're going to have to serioudy consider the vaue of a private education.”

| was being serious, but that was lost on Allie. "Oh, Mom!" Then she looked at me with puppy dog eyes
until | gavein.

| Sghed. "It is your money—"
"Yesl" She shot her fist up in celébration. Y ou're the bomb, Mom!™

"I know," | said, amused. Timmy squirmed, demanding to be put down. | did, and then Allie grabbed his
hands and did alittle dance with her brother.

Allindl, anicelittle family moment. Except for the fact that we were missing part of the family.

A skinny girl with along ponytail walked by with atray of cookies and a determined expression on her
face. Timmy immediately stopped dancing and looked at her longingly.



"Cookies" Timmy said. "Want acookie!”

Sincethe girl hadn't heard him, | reached for hishand, figuring that was as good an exit line as any, but
Eddie got therefirgt. "Come on, youngster,”" he said. "I'm gunning for one of them chocolate chunk
mongrogties.”

"Mongers?' Timmy said, looking more excited than scared. "'l wanna see the monsters!™

| frowned and met Eddie's eyes, certain that he could read my mind. Because the last thing in theworld |
wanted was for my little boy to meet up with the wrong kind of mongter.

"I'vegot him," Eddie sad. "WEell find you in afew."
"Mom? Hdll-000?' Alliewaved ahand in front of me. "Where's Stuart? He swore he'd be here"

"Um," | said, cursing since | really should have been prepared. | mean, I'd definitely seen that one
coming.

Fortunately, | was saved from responding by my archenemy. Marissasidied up, her brow furrowed, her
mouth athin red line. "Dammit, Kate. Since you ingsted on chaperoning, 1'd appreciate alittle help over
there”

"Sure, Marissa. No problem. I'm just talking to my award-winning daughter.”
"Hi," shesaid, barely acknowledging Allie. Y ou want to get over there and help me?"

| pulled mysdlf up on my toes and looked over her shoulder. Four of our charges were still sitting on the
bleachers, staying out of trouble asfar as| could tell. The others were scattered around the gym, students
at their sdesand smiles on their faces. "1 think most everyoneistaken care of,” | sad. "Until it'stimeto
go back, shouldn't we let them hang with their families?'

"Taken care of 7' She crossed her armsin front of her chest. "'l don't think Dermott Sinclair istaken care
of"

Actudly, hewas, but | wasn't about to say as much. Instead, | tried to look appropriately baffled.
"Sinclair? | thought he waswith you."

"What are you talking about? 1 left him with you on the bus”

"Right. But then he hurried out. To find you guys, he said. | assumed held catch up to you in the gym.” |
kept my eyeson hers, daring her to call mealiar.

"Wdll, hedidnt," shesaid sharply. "I'm so glad you signed on to chaperone today, Kate. Y ou've been
such abig hep.”

| forced abright smile. "Buit it looks like you did just fine on your own. Everyone's here and happy.”
"Except Sndair.”

"Yeah," | agreed. "That is odd.” | scooted toward Allie and hooked an arm around her shoulder. "Were
going to go make the circuit, okay? And welll keep an eye out for Sinclair. HE's got to be here
somewhere. | mean, where e se could he be?’

A loaded question, but not one | wanted answered.



Marissafidgeted, but she didn't pressthe point. | took the opportunity to flee. Demons, | can handle. An
irritated soccer mom? No thank you very much.

Alliewaswatching me curioudy aswe waked away, and | tried to run the conversation back throughin
my head, wondering if I'd said anything suspicious. Thankfully, though, demons weren't on my daughter's
mind. Instead, she turned back to another uncomfortable subject: Stuart.

"Sowhereishe?' she asked.

"On hisway," | said. "Probably dready here. Hewasin hiscar thelast | taked to him," | findly said,
desperately resorting to the kind of liesthat would attract lightning from the Heavens.

"Oh. I was hoping held..." Shetrailed off with ashrug and asmile. "It's okay. HEll bejust asimpressed
with the check. But theré'sno way I'm doneting it to his campaign.” The last was said with an impish grin,
but I know my kid well, and her light tone was laced with hurt. Can't say | blame her. 1'd skipped right
over hurt and moved directly to enraged. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars.

"He hasn't been here too many times," she said, rummaging in her purse and pulling out her cell phone.
"What if heswandering the blue hdls? Should | givehim acdl?'

| hesitated, certain that the only wandering Stuart was doing was the kind that sent him meandering down
the primrose path toward the promise of campaign dollars. Not entirely sure what to say to Allie, | chose
the ever popular, "Um," response.

She sarted to didl.
"Allie" | said, snatching the phone out of her hand.
"Wha?'

"Y ou're only supposed to use your phone for emergencies,” | said. "Stuart and | were perfectly clear
about that."

She blinked at me, her expression befuddled. "Well, yeah, but you're here."

"Right. But Stuart's not. So when he seesthat you're calling, he's going to think it's an emergency and
worry." | put my hand on my hip for effect. "1 know | did when you called earlier.”

She actuadly looked contrite. "Right. So, um, | guess| won't cal Stuart.”

| nodded, hoping | didn't look too relieved. Then | dipped her phone into my purse. Just to be safe.
"You cdl him."

| blinked. "What?'

"Come on, Mom! It's not like helll worry when he sees your caler ID, right? And | redly want to tell him
about the check. And you know Stuart. He's never going to cal us and admit he'slogt.”

| frowned. The trouble was, | did know Stuart. And | knew the odds were good he was nowhere near
thisbuilding.

But since | couldn't think of agraceful way to re/useto cal my husband, | reached into my purse. | made
sure to keep the book hidden, al the while praying that Stuart would draw on his fast-devel oping political
skillsto ensure Alliesfedings didn't get hurt.



It wasn't until I'd pawed through al the detritusin my bag, though, that | remembered. "1 can't call
Stuart,” | said, hoping | didn't sound as gleeful as| fdt. "I dropped the phone, remember?”

"Oh." Shemadeaface. "Right." | could practically seethe whedsturning in her head. "He might be trying
to phone you. | should probably cal and let him know you're okay."

| wanted to argue, but what would | say? We'd reached the point where it would be ridiculous for meto
protest anymore. And, frankly, | was so irritated with Stuart for not having shown up, that | figured it was
only fair that he get put on the spot. Passive-aggressive? Perhaps. Or maybe | wasjust tired.

At any rate, it didn't matter. Because just as | was about to hand Allie her phone, Mindy raced over.

"Did you hear! Did you hear! They found adead guy in the basement. Isn't that just the grossest thing
ever?'

"No shit?' That from Allie, who immediatdy shot meamortified look. "Sorry. | mean, no kidding?'

"Honest! Mom and | were talking with Principal George when the EMS guy camein and pulled her
away. | heard everything." Sheleaned in closer and added, conspiratorialy, "They said hisface was
bashedin.”

"Ew!" Allie squeded, as| tried to look both disgusted and concerned.

Laura, who'd been following Mindy at something less than asprint, sdied up besde me. "A little dramain
these hallowed halls™" shesaid. "Y ou've heard?'

There wasn't anything unusua about her tone or her words. Even o, | knew what she was asking: Was
this your handiwork?

"Yeah," | said. "I'veheard.” And | redly needed to know what was going onin that hallway. Did they
believe it was an accident, or were they going to be looking for me?

"Comeon," Mindy said, gesturing for Allieto follow.
"Hold onasecond, girls" | said. "I don't think that's such agood idea."

"No way, Mrs. Connor! Thisisatotaly good idea. I'm on the newspaper staff, remember? And they
never give the freshmen anything to write except profiles of the teachers. Thisislike atota bresk for me."

"Forget it, Woodward," Laurasaid.

Mindy blinked. "Woodward?'

Laurajust shook her head. ™Y ou're not prowling the halls to go see adead body."
"But, Mom!"

"No," Laurasaid. "Now go. Shoo. Both of you." She pointed to the far side of the gym. Our girls
hesitated, then shared one of those looks that all mothers of teenage girls are familiar with. The one that
says, My momis a freak.

"Whatever," my daughter said. Then off they went, their heads bent close asthey ran down alist of their
mothers imperfections.

| turned to Laura, unableto stop my grin.



"What?'
"If I tdl you I'm going, are you going to cal me Berngtein?'

"Very funny. And you can thank melater for getting those two out of our hair." She cocked ahead
toward the door. "Let'sgo."

| hesitated only long enough to make sure the girls weren't watching and to scan the gym for Timmy. |
found him and Eddie in a corner that the PTA had set up astoddler centrd. He (Timmy, not Eddie) was
neck deep in akiddie pooal filled with plastic bals, the grin on hisface so wide | could seeit from yards

avay.

| waved, managed to catch Eddi€'s attention, and gestured for him to come over. He did, first making
sure that one of the ladies standing nearby would keep an eye on my boy.

Lauraand | met him halfway and gave him abrief rundown. "We're going to go seewhat'sup,” | said,
ending the story in the vaguest way possible.

"You gasgo onahead,” hesad. "I'll watch the youngster.”
"Youresure?' | asked.
He met my eyes. "Not my business anymore, isit?"

| nodded. Because the truth was, as much as | appreciated having Eddie around, | was the Demon
Hunter in these parts. And at times, that respongbility weighed heavily.

AsLauraand | hurried out, | heard afew of the PTA ladies calling to me. | pretended a sudden case of
deafness and kept on going. Demonsfirst. Refreshment Committee later.

We racewaked back through the halls until we saw the uniformed officers standing near the door.

Y dlow crime-scene tape had been spread acrossthe hdll, essentialy barring anyone from passng. A
stretcher—empty—took up alarge chunk of space near the door. The stretcher didn't bother me. The
cops, however, did.

| noticed David Long standing off to one Side in acluster of other teachers, and waved. "What
happened?" | asked, since that seemed like anormd, I'm-not-involved kind of thing to say.

David stepped away from the other teachers, one of whom | recognized but couldn't place. From my
new perspective, | also noticed the janitor, decked out in green coveralls and asour expression. |
couldn't blame him. I'd had ademon diein my kitchen afew months ago (or, more accurately, 1'd killed
ademon in my kitchen afew months ago), and it's put a palor on cooking ever since.

"Damnkids," the janitor muttered, his voice so low | was reading his lips more than hearing his voice.
"Always causng trouble.”

The gripe seemed out of place, so | tossed another query into the mix. "Do they think kids did this?’

David looked surprised by the question. "I don't think so. Heart attack’s what |'ve been hearing, not that
they're giving us any solid information yet.”

| pondered that. Considering Sinclair had a spike through his eye, "heart attack” seemed atad
unreasonable. Then again, the man had suffered afatal heart attack. At least, he had origindly. There
were probably gtill signs. And if the EM Ts assumed that he had an attack, and then fell on the spike. ..



Dicey, but | could hope. For that matter, | waswilling to hope for anything so long as it meant that the
copswould close the case and not go looking for a culprit. Namely, me.

| took adeep breath and kept my purse pressed againgt my side, my hand clenched tight on the hidden
book. From the looks of things, | wasin the clear with the cops. But ultimate evil? That | till had to dedl
with.

Chapter Five

"Arthur Smms" Eddie said in alow voice. "Know that one from my stint at Coastd Mists. He could be a
demon. Wouldn't surprissmenoneat adl."

We were standing behind the choir risers, talking inlow voices. "Simmsisn't ademon,” | said, glancing
around to make sure we weren't being overheard. Not that | knew Arthur Smmswell enough to be
certain, but | did know Eddie. And | know when he's spouting off.

Eddie shrugged. "Y ou're probably right. But if aHigh Demon's got his sghts on that nursing home, you
and | both know Sinclair'snot the last of it."

"But thelast of what?' | asked, frustrated.

"Don't know. But &t least we know they're planning something," Eddie said. " That's more than you knew
thismorning.”

Hewasright. I'd been in the right place at the right time, and had found myself face-to-face with a
demon.

Killing Sinclair had undoubtedly dowed the plan down, whatever the plan might be. That, at leest, wasa
victory. A minor one, but avictory nonetheless.

"Could be Goramesh again,”" Eddie said, referring to the High Demon I'd battled just afew months ago.

"Yeah. Or it could be someonetotdly new." | drew in abreath and let it out noisily. "Lookslikel'll be
spending moretime a Coastal Mists over the next few days. Just to scope out the Situation. Y ou up for
joiningme?'

He met my eyes, hisflat but firm. "If | never set foot in that place again, it'll be too damn soon. Not even
if it meant holding off the goddamn gpocalypse. Y ou get me, girl ?*

"l get you." | did, too. Eddie had been held and interrogated in Coastal Mists for months by aHigh
Demon's minions. Under those circumstances, | could hardly blame him for avoiding the place.

"Now, if you want to fix me up with StellaLopez," he said, giving the woman alittle wave, and then
letting loose with awolf whigtle that had the whole room turning to look &t us.

"Eddie”

"What? She's ababe."

| shook my head. "Never mind. Well talk about thislater.”

| started to walk away, but he reached out and grabbed my arm. "Where's the book?"



"Intheminivan,” | said. After the cops had shooed us away from the crime scene, Lauraand | had made
adetour for the ladies room, where I'd passed the book off to her. "I couldn't keep carting it around.”

Laurawas back in the gym now; sheld comein afew minutes before, flashed me athumbs-up sign, and
then made a bedline toward Mindy and the snack table. | was heading that way mysdlf. I'd eaten the
remains of Timmy's Eggo for breskfast, dong with three cups of coffee. Had | known what aworkout I'd
be getting, | would have loaded up on protein. Asit was, | felt lucky not to be passing out from hunger.

Since | was near starving to desth, naturally it took fifteen minutes to cross the short distance to the
snacks. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to talk to me. A few other freshman moms. Sylvia Foster and
Gretchen Kimble who share car-pool duty with me. Even Vice Principa Maynard, who wanted to
"personaly congratulate me on having such ataented daughter.”

Everyone, that is, except Stuart, who still hadn't arrived on the scene. Yes, | know he's running for office.
Andyes, | know he'sgot to juggle dozens of obligations. But so what? I've been bugting tail trying to
raise two kids, keep the house in (somewhat) decent order, and volunteer for aton of community
projects. But | ill manageto find time to hunt demons and generaly make San Diablo safefor
democracy (okay, maybe not that, but at least I'm making it safe to walk around after dark).

Andyes, | redlize Stuart doesn't know about the demon-hunting thing. But, dammit, he promised.

| pulled Allies cell phone out and dialed Stuart. Voice mail. | scowled and resisted the urge to hurl the
phone across the room.

"Problem?’

That from David Long, who was standing in front of me holding a plate with two dices of cheese, afew
strawberries, and—thank you, God—two Krispy Kreme doughnuts.

"If that plate'sfor me, then dl my problems have just vanished in a puff.”

"Guess that makes me ahero."

| took abite of the doughnut. "Definitely. If it were up to me, I'd erect a statue in your honor."
"Don't let me stop you." Heturned and lifted hischin. "I think thisis my best side, don't you?”
"l just don't know how to answer that," | said, fighting agrin.

"Hard to choosg, isn't it?" Heturned again. "This sde's good, too."

"Mmm," | sad. "l think I'll just stay quiet.”

"Mrs. Connor, you wound me."

"Cdl meKate" | said, my fingers closng around astrawberry. " Anyone who bringsmefood is
automaticaly entitled to firgt-name status.”

"All right, Katie."
The strawberry paused midway to my mouth. "It'sjust Kate," | said, probably alittle too sharply.
"Sorry," hesaid. But he didn't seem sorry at dl.

Thethingis, only the people closest to me ever cal me Katie, and then only rarely. Father Corletti in



Rome. Stuart and Eddie.
Eric, though...

To Eric, I'd dways been Katie. And there was just something about the way David said my name that
made me want to cry.

| focused on breathing normally, trying hard to look casua. But | lost the battle when he pulled amint
from his pocket, unwrapped the plastic, and popped it into his mouth.

| took an unconscious step backwards. Surely David Long wasn't...

No. Lots of people suck on mints. That'swhy every restaurant on the planet has atub of the things sitting
next to the exit. Because the damn things are popular.

Still, I couldn't stop thet little niggle of doubt. Not only was paranoiaan occupationa hazard, but this man
spent every weekday in close proximity to my daughter.

Which reminded me of aquestion | had for Mr. Long. "Allies not dready taking chemistry classes, is
she?'

He chuckled. "No, and | wouldn't be surprised if the bloom wears off before she hasto pick her courses
for next semester.”

"Oh. Well, don't take thisthe wrong way, but why does she know you? | mean, do you make a habit of
mesting al the freshmen? Has Allie devel oped a sudden &ffinity for hanging around the science hall?"

"She's developed an affinity, al right. But it'sfor surfers. Not science.”
"I'm the faculty adviser for the surf club.”

"Alliesurfs?' Thiswas newsto me.

"Not exactly,” he said. "But she seemsto enjoy the activities."

"Ah. What activities are we taking about, exactly?'

"That would be the watching boysin bathing suits activity."

That, | thought, sounded much more like the daughter | knew. Still, | was mildly irritated that Allie hadn't
mentioned the club to me. I'd thought | knew al about her after-school activities. Surfing, however, had
never come up.

"I'mteasing,” David said. "Well, mostly, anyway. All the cheerleaders areinvolved at this stage.”
"I'm probably going to regret asking, but what stage exactly are you talking about?'
"Theexhibition," he said. "Allie hasnt mentioned it?"

"Oh!" | said, feigning total comprehension. "I don't know where my mind was. Of course she's mentioned
the exhibition." Had she mentioned an exhibition? | frowned. True, I'd been alittle distracted since I'd
been drawn back into the Forza, but surely | would have remembered her mentioning an exhibition.
Wouldn't 1?



David continued on, obliviousto my fit of maternal insecurity. "The last few meetings, weve been
planning the charity exhibition.”

"Oh." | frowned, considering that. | wasdl for charity, but how much money could abunch of teenagers
surfing off Coronado Beach redlly raise? | mean, you could see the same thing pretty much every
day—sunrise to sunset—during the summer.

But when | mentioned that tiny little problem to David, he only smiled. "No worries. Wevelined up a
Specia celebrity guest. Coal.”

"Um, well, yeah, | guessitis”

"No, that's his name. Our celebrity. Cooley Claymore. They cal him Cool. Unfortunatdly, that means|
haveto call him Cooal, too."

"Right," | said, my estimation of David Long rising anotch. I'd keep an eye on the man, yes, but there
was no denying thefact that | liked him. Even if the breath mints (among other things) meant that | didn't
completely trust him.

"So do you surf?!

He shook his head. "Fortunately for me, the faculty liaison performsapurely bureaucratic role. In fact,
Cool volunteered to step in and be atemporary coach. So he'straining histeam.”

"And Allie? |s she supposed to surf?" Theideaof my daughter breaking her neck just so she could be
closer to cute guys didn't appeal tomeat all.

"Not a the exhibition," he said. "In the spring, welll have classes. Beginner levd, | promiseyou. By the
time summer rolls around, she should have the basics down.”

"Hmm." | turned, my eyes searching the gym. | found Allie holding Timmy's hand, Mindy &t her Sde, as
they talked to acluster of boys. She was laughing, her face lit up, and the boyswere soaking it in, asif
my daughter was asunbeam. | stifled asigh. Sometimes, | redlly miss not having had anormal childhood.
How wonderful to have been worrying about boys and gradesinstead of demons and hellhounds. To
have kept my backpack stocked with makeup and nail polish instead of holy water and crucifixes.

| may not have had that childhood, but at least my kidsdid. That'swhat Eric and | had wanted, after al.
And, honestly, it was one of the reasons I'd let mysalf get drawn back into Forza Scura. 1 know the bad
stuff that's out there. And | want to keep it the hell away from my kids.

"Kate?' | looked up sharply to find David watching me. "Y ou okay?'

"Y eah. Sorry. Just thinking about how fast they grow up.” | cocked my heed, looking at him. "Do you
have kids?'

"About ahundred and twenty," he said, sweeping an arm to encompass the gym.
"Any of your own?"
His hesitation was so short | could have imagined it. "No. None of my own."

An awkward slence hung between us. | cleared my throat. " So about the boys in bathing suits. Ishe one
of them?" | waslooking a my daughter again, and the cluster of boys. In particular, | wasfocusing ona
dark-haired boy in adenim jacket who was standing just alittle too close to my girl.



"That's Troy Myerson,” David said. "All the girls have abit of acrush on him.”
"Allie, too?' I'd heard nothing of this.

"Ohyeah," hesaid, his soft laughing suggesting that | was the only one in the entire gymnasium who didn't
know that my daughter had a crush on the darkly handsome Mr. Myerson. | mean, talk about driving a
stake through a mother's heart.

Fortunately, | didn't have long to be melancholy, because Sarah Tabot, the head of the Refreshment
Committee, scurried up. "Oh, Kate, good. We're getting ready to wrap up. Do you think you could help
pack up some of the leftovers?”

David raised ahand in aslent good-bye, then left, leaving meto PTA hdll. A hdll that got just atad hotter
when Marissa stepped up and joined the conversation. "Kate's not available right now," shetold Sarah.
" She's chaperoning the Coastal Mists resdents with me. We have to start rounding everyone up.”

"Oh," Sarah said. She nodded toward the bleachers where several resdents were clustered with Nurse
Kdly. "It lookslike they're modly dl there."

"Sill," Marissasad, firmly taking my arm. "It's our responsibility.”

Sarah shot me asympathetic look, then aimed aglare at Marissathat would freeze nitrogen. Normaly,
I'd be right there siding with Sarah. In this case, though, Marissawas right. | hadn't exactly won the
volunteer chaperone of the year award today.

"Now, don't you worry," Marissasaid, patting my arm as Sarah stalked off to find another volunteer. "I'm
sure none of the resdents think you're responsible for Mr. Sinclair's death. But if any of them seem
uncomfortable around you, you just come find me." When it comesto passive-aggressive, Marissas got
the technique nailed.

Sincel wasfeding adight bit of guilt for having abandoned her to thetask, | did as she asked without
complaining. Basicdly, that involved cirdling through the gym, finding the resdents, and herding them
back toward the double doors. There, Marissamet us with aclipboard. She pursed her lips, then made
sx little ticky-marks. One for each of the resdents1'd gathered.

"So that's everyone?' | asked.

"Apparently, yes"

"Great." | checked over my shoulder and found Laura. "Let me just make sure that Laura can take my
kidshome, and I'll go with you on the bus."

She sighed, then dropped the arm holding the clipboard. "Y ou know what, Kate? Don't even worry
about it. Kelly and | can handle it. Goodness knows we handled it earlier today.” Thereit was again, that
passive-aggressve thing.

"You'resure?' | asked. She probably expected meto step in and volunteer, letting her off the hook
entirely.' |, however, was rarely cowed by passive-aggressive behavior. And | was anxious to get home
and find asafer hiding place for the book than my minivan.

Another sigh. This one deeper and more anguished. Honestly, the woman could emote. "Yes, I'm sure. |
supposeit'sfor the best, anyway. I'd hate for any more passengersto die on the way back to the home."

Ouch. That onedmost did it. | dmost inssted on hel ping her out, but visions of ademonic book sucking



my kids, Laura, Eddie, and the Odyssey into some horror movie hell kept me on track. "Nice," | said.
"Veay nice"

She tucked the clipboard under her arm and started to step away. Then she stopped. "Don't think you're
off the hook. Asfar as1'm concerned, you've been completely usdess.”

"| dready told you I'm sorry,” | said, my patience wearing thin.

"Sorry doesn't do adamn thing. Y ou owe me, Kate. And one day, I'm going to cal in that marker."

"So are you going to give methe full scoop?’ Lauraleaned againgt my kitchen counter, amug of freshly
brewed Starbucks Sumatrain her hand. "I looked at that book, and there's nothing init. So what's going
on?'

| held up my hand for quiet, then peeked out of the kitchen and into the living room. Eddied falen adeep
inthe recliner, and the kids were spread out, the girlsupstairsin Alli€sroom, and Timmy Sitting too close
to thetelevison, hiseyes glued to images of cheerleader Kim Possible jumping and flipping as she battled
the evil Shego and her green-fire shooting hands.

For ahdf second, | considered telling Timmy to move away from the televison. Or, worse, switching it
over to something educational. | ignored that foolish urge. | needed to talk to Laura, and | wastoo tired
for afull-fledged battle with an irate toddler. If the Disney Channd could buy me afew moments of
peace, then | was happy to bow to the al-powerful Mouse.

"Wdl?' Lauraasked, as soon as | went back to chopping onions.

| gave her aquick rundown, starting with what 1'd learned at Coastal Mists and ending with Sinclair's
rude encounter with avertical beam.

"Ouch," shesaid, making aface.
"No sympathy for the demons, please.”
"Sorry. So where's the book now?”

| eyed anearby cabinet meaningfully. As soon aswed returned home, Allie and Mindy had escaped to
the upstairs. While Laura got Timmy settled, 1'd returned to the garage and retrieved the book from the
van, then hidden it where | knew neither Allie nor Stuart would run acrossit. In the kitchen. Among the
pots and pans. | keep spare cash back there, too. So far, no onein my family has noticed.

"Good plan," Laurasaid. "Unless Stuart decides to whip up acasserole.”

We both had agood chuckle at that, and then Laura turned serious. "So why do you think Sinclair
needed that book?"

"I don't know." | added the onions to some ground beef and tomato sauce | aready had in abowl. Mest
loaf isone of the few dishes| can make without drictly following arecipe card and till have it come out
edible. Not great, mind you. But edible. "Honestly, I'm not even sure he was getting it out.”

"What do you mean?"
"Just that | don't really know what he was doing. Maybe he was puiting the book in, not taking it out.”
Laura cocked her head, studying me. ™Y eah, but you would have noticed if he had the book on the bus,



right? 1 mean, it's not exactly a paperback.”

"Maybe," | said dowly, trying to articul ate the thoughts even as they filled my head. "But what if someone
was working with Sinclair. What if someone passed him the book?' Animage of David Long popped
into my head. | tried to blink it away, but couldn't quite manage. | liked the guy—I redlly did. And | didn't
want to believe that he was involved with demons. Or, worse, that he was ademon.

| knew better than to trust him ssimply because | liked him, though. 1'd been burned by that before. |
didn't intend to be burned again.

"Taking it or hiding it, we still don't know why," Laurasaid. "l mean, it'sjust ablank book."

"It'sgot to be alot more than that,” | said. "1 doubt Sinclair just wanted to journal about his deepes,
darkest fedings”

"True" Laurasad. "But what?'
"I'm till working on that one."
"Haveyou cdled Father Ben?'

"l left him amessage.” Once the book was safely tucked away, 1'd gone upstairs to changeinto
swestpants and a T-shirt. I'd taken the opportunity to call my new alimentatore from the privacy of my
bedroom.

Technicdly, Father Ben was a probationary alimentatore.

Hed learned about Forza for the first time afew months ago when Father Corletti had flown over from
Rometo take charge of apowerful relic that the High Demon Goramesh had been after. Sincel'd beenin
need of anew alimentatore, and since there were no fully trained mentorsin Forza who could step into
the job, Father Corletti had taken Father Ben into his confidence and invited him to train asmy
alimentatore.

Even though afully trained alimentator e has years of experience, awide knowledge base of dl things
demonic, and training in wegpons and martid arts, 1'd been perfectly okay with Father Corletti's
suggestion. Father Ben might be inexperienced, but he was smart and eager, and | figured that had to
count for something.

I'd left him a cryptic message about the book and the events with Sinclair, then promised to try him in the
morning if | didn't hear from him firg.

"What about the Italian guy?' Lauraasked. "Did you cal him?"

"Father Corletti?' | shook my head. "I tried. Couldn't reach him, either. He's doing missionary work in
Africaor something. | left amessage, but who knowswhen I'll hear back." Father Corletti headed up
the Forza Scura. More than that, hed been like a parent to me. | hoped hewould call back soon. |
wanted the reassurance of hearing hisvoice.

| finished shaping the mesat, shoved the pan into the oven, and rinsed off my hands. "Y ou and Mindy
staying for dinner?' These days, Mindy and Laura ate with us about twice aweek. We hadn't formally
discussed it, but somehow it just seemed easier. Her house was too empty with Paul in L.A. so much.
And mine was too empty with Stuart working late so many nights. Plus, the girlsdid their homework
together. It just made sense.



The question was barely out of my mouth when | heard the familiar creak of our garage door. She caught
my eye. "Thanksfor theinvitation, but | think well go order apizzaand have agirl's night.”

"Good ideg," | said. My heart was pounding in my chest, and while Lauraleft to gather up Mindy, |
gplashed cold water on my face, trying to will mysdf to be cam. And, more important, tryingtoreinin

my temper.

| stood, rooted to the spot, as time seemed to dow. Since Stuart had yet to fix our ancient garage-door
opener, it took amost two full minutes to groan its way to the top, and those minutes seemed to drag on
forever.

Findly, | heard the car door dam. The noise kicked meinto gear, and | started shredding lettuceinto a
large, wooden bowl.

The doorknob rattled and then there he was. | heard him rather than saw him. | couldn't look at him,
afradthat if | did, I'd just yell. And did | realy want a knock-down, drag-out before dinner? Ugly, brutal
battles were better saved for after the kidswerein bed.

"You'repissed," hesad.
"Gee" | said to thelettuce. "What was your first clue?’
"That lettuce looks like confetti.”

| checked the bowl, grimacing. He was right. 1'd ripped the leaves into such tiny pieces they were good
for nothing more than feeding Gidget, the hamster at Timmy'sday care.

| shoved the bowl away and turned to face the inevitable. He was il in the doorway, adozen rosesin
hishand.

"Y ou are about amillion miles past crazy if you think those roses are going makeit up to me."
"Not for you, sweetheart,” he said, coming up and kissing me on the forehead. "They'refor Allie."

"Oh." Wél, damn. My righteous indignation vanished in a puff. I'd get it back, | was certain, but right
then, | felt aquick tug of affection for the man who'd at least come prepared to offer amuch-needed

goology.
| gestured toward the upstairs. "Go supplicate yourself."

| held back, following him only after | heard Allie€s squed of delight. By dinnertime, al wasforgiven. On
the surface, anyway. From my perspective, thiswasn't over. And if | know my daughter—and I'm pretty
sure | do, Troy Myerson notwithstanding—the dozen roses only soothed the hurt; they didn't hedl it.

Stuart wasn't off the hook. Not yet.

Heknew it, too. He didn't say one more word about being late, but he did play Hi Ho! Cherry-O with
Timmy (which conssted of Timmy tossing thetiny cherriesaround the living room and Stuart crawling on
his hands and kneesto retrieve them), then gave the munchkin his bath without me having to ask. And
then—asif the bath thing wasn't miracle enough—he put Timmy in his pgjamas, fixed asippy cup of
warm milk, and read three of this month's favorite books—Good Night, Gorilla, Knuffle Bunny, and
the ever-popular How Do Dinosaurs Say Good Night?

He even brought the kiddo to me for agood-night kiss, then carried Timmy and Boo Bear upstairsto his



room. Honestly, with this much help being offered, | dmost wished that Stuart screwed up royally ona
more regular basis.

As hefinished up the domestic chores, | sat on the couch, pretending to flip through the latest issue of
Real Smple, but redly thinking about the mysterious book. | tried to shoot Eddie a meaningful
glance—so we could sneak out to the back porch for a surreptitious conversation—but he'd dozed off
agan, leaving medl donetofret.

Stuart came back into the living room holding two wineglasses. "I'm sorry," he said, handing me aglass
and then diding onto the couch beside me.

"Areyou going to tell me where you've been, or am | supposed to guess?
"Three guesses,” he said. "But | bet you only need one.”

"I don't even need that," | said, snking back into the couch pillows. | took along sp of Chenin Blanc and
closed my eyes. "Wasit worth it?"

"Missing out on seeing Allie? No. But there was some definite ka-ching involved.”
"Good answer," | said, my eyes <till closed.

"l redly am sorry.”

"I know you are," | said. | opened my eyes. "But sorry's not going to get today back.”

"I know." His gaze drifted toward the airs. "Think she's up for afew rounds of Monkey ball?' he asked,
gesturing toward our GameCube.

| made aface. "It'slate.”
"It'sFriday."

| pretended to consider. "Onegame,” | said, because | knew Allie would loveit. " And then tomorrow,
you take her to themal."

A horrified expression crossed hisface. "Not clothes shopping? She's dready got enough in her closet to
clotheasmdl nation."

"Not clothes," | agreed, even though that really would be a suitable punishment. "I need you to pick up
some Christmas presents,” | said. "l have aligt." That much wastrue, eveniif | did neglect to mention that
| wanted him and Allie gone so that | could go visit Father Ben at the cathedral without anyone asking
guestions about what | was up to.

"Presents. Check."
"And shewantsto buy aniPod."

"AniPod?" herepested, his expresson mildly disapproving. " Shell be hooked up to headphones
twenty-four hoursaday."

| raised an eyebrow. "If you've got a problem with the iPod, you should have raised it at the assembly."”
"Right," hesaid. "Mall. iPod. No problem.”



| grinned. "I love you. Y ou're not off the hook yet, but | love you.”
"I loveyou, too, babe. Don't ever forget that.”

He pulled me close, and | heard the rustle of denim against upholstery across the room, accompanied by
alow snort.

"Ain't that just heartwarmin'?' Eddie mumbled from the recliner, his eyes never even opening.

Stuart and | exchanged an amused glance. And then, because | couldn't help mysdlf, and because | redlly
did love him, | leaned over and kissed my husband. Hard.

He stood up and held out his hand. | hesitated only a second, and then took it, letting him tug meto me
feet and lead me up the sairs.

Chapter Six

"Mommamommamomma? Y ou awake, Momma?"'

| rolled over and pulled the pillow over my head.

Another poke on my sde. "Mommy? Wake up, Mommy?'
"Mmphlf," I mumbled, trying to make sense of theworld.
"MOMMY!"

| yelped and sat bolt upright, then looked down to see my little boy'sinnocent face grinning up a me.
Wed moved him from acrib to atoddler bed five weeks ago, and Timmy was delighting in his newfound
freedom.

"Y ou awake, Mommy?'
"Am now, kiddo."

| reached over to poke Stuart—I wasn't going to be the only one suffering at seven A.M. ona
Saturday—only to discover that he wasn't there. | scowled at his side of the bed, trying to processthat
informetion.

"Mommy! Come on, Mommy!"
"Timmy!" Stuart's voice echoed up the gairs. "L et your mother deep.”
"It'sokay," | shouted back. "I'm aready up."

A pause, then, "In that case, where do you keep that ectric skillet? The one you use to make
pancakes?'

"In the cabinet to the right of the dishwasher, al theway inthe back,” | called back. | yawned, vaguely
thinking that an intercom system would be agood thing. "Why?*

"Can't aman make pancakes for hisfamily?' Stuart asked, poking his head in through the door.



"l don't know? Can he?"
"l guesswell find out." He gestured for Timmy. "Come on, sport. Come give your old man ahand.”

As Timmy scampered merrily after hisdad, | ran my fingers through my hair and scrubbed my face with
my hands, trying to wake up. Something was off, and it was more than just the oddity of Stuart cooking.

| started to dide out of bed, thinking about the level of destruction that was about to descend on my
kitchen. Pancake batter on the celling. Spilled milk. Sticky egg residue dl over the countertops. And
every single pot and pan dragged out of the cabinets as he looked for the skillet and amixing bowl.

A mess. An exploson. A complete and total—
Disadter!
The book! I'd shoved the book right behind the eectric skillet!

Suddenly, | was wide awake and racing down the hall, then down the stairs. | skidded to astop inthe
kitchen, and smiled a my husband. "Hey. | thought you might need some help.”

"l can handleit," hesaid. "I'm an extremely competent member of the male pecies.”

"Right," | said. "Sure." | eyed the cabinet, which was sill closed. "But can you get the skillet out without
completely destroying my organizationd system?’

He stared a me. "Organizationa system?" he repeated. " You have an organizationa system?”

"Y es, me, thank you very much.” | tapped my foot and hoped | looked sufficiently indignant. | pointed
toward the garage. "Now go get some bacon from the freezer, would you? Nobody wants pancakes
without bacon.”

Hedid, but not until he'd shot me one more incredulous look. As soon as hewas of sight, | crouched
down and tugged out the skillet. The book was till there, and | shifted a couple of frying pansto make
sureit waswell covered.

And, yes, | was probably being paranoid. After al, it'snot like the book actualy said anything. But it
would raise questions I'd rather not answer. Which meant | either acted like a spazz and retrieved the
skillet for Stuart, or | shooed him out of the kitchen and did the cooking mysdif.

Since Stuart offered to cook with about the same frequency as Haley's Comet, | wasn't about to choose
door number two.

While Stuart did the testosterone-in-an-apron routine, | got Timmy settled in the living room. Wed
recently invested in TiVo—an invention worthy of the Nobel Prize, if you ask me—which meant that The
Wiggles and The Backyardigans were dways available.

While Stuart poured batter onto the grill, | sat at the table nursing a cup of coffee and starting to come
dive. He shot measmug grin. "So, am | ill in the doghouse?!

"Youreamost out," | said. "Especidly if they taste as good asthey smell.”

"I'm making banana pancakes for you," he said, then started peeling abanana asif to emphasize the
poirt.

"Y ou arelooking for redemption, aren't you?"



"What can | say?| know when to pay penance.”

| nodded thoughtfully. "Okay. Take Timmy with you to the mall and then you'l definitely be back in my
good graces."

From thelook on hisface, | could tell he preferred the doghouse.
"Suart..."

"I know, sweetheart, but you know how busy | am right now. | need to go into the office for afew hours
thisafternoon, and if | take Tim, it'sgoing to add at least two hoursto my day." He flipped four pancakes
with an ease that | never seemed to manage. The big showoff.

"Besides," he added, "I won't be spending as much qudity timewith Allie. Andisn't that thewhole
point?'

| tell you, the man's not alawyer for nothing.
"Will it screw up your morning that much if | leave Timmy a home with you?'

| frowned, because what could | say? Yes, it would, because | need to head over to the cathedra to see
about a new demon infestation in San Diablo? Not too likely. Soinstead, | just said, "Sure. Of course
you can leave him with me. No problem.”

"Great." He checked the clock. "The mall opens at ten. Considering how long it takes her to get dressed,
we better make sure she's awvake.”

"Il go roust her," | said. "The promise of bacon should do thetrick." Allie had recently announced her
intention to eat only fat-free foods and organic produce. |, however, had yet to see that plan
implemented. And | serioudy doubted sheld be starting this morning.

I'd just crossed the threshold into the living room when Stuart called me back. "I never did tell youwhy |
was S0 late yesterday, did |7

| shook my head, trying not to tense up. I'd forgiven him, yes. But that didn't mean | wasn't fill angry.
"No," | sad, "you never did."

"TabithaDanverscamein to seeme," he said in the same voice alittle kid might use when he seesthe pile
of presents under the Christmastree.

"Danvers,” | said, trying to place the name. "Of the museum Danvers?' The Danvers Museum wasto San
Diablo what the Getty Museum wasto Los Angeles. An amazing collection financed by afamily so
wedlthy they could afford to open amuseum here, aconvention center there.

"Exactly," hesad. "And, Kate, she's thinking about contributing to my campaign!™

"That'swonderful!" | meant it, too. If Tabitha Danvers had taken an interest in Stuart's campaign, then his
scrounging-for-money days could be over.

Hekissed my head. "Therearejust afew little things," he said, mumbling into my hair.

| tilted my head up and met his eyes. He held up ahand, warding off my protestsin advance. ™Y ou don't
have to throw aparty,” he said. "At least not for Tabithas sake."

| nodded, mildly soothed. Given the choice between throwing a cocktail party and wading barefoot



through aroom filled with spiders, | think I'd take the spiders. And | really don't like bugs. "But?" |
asked, because | could hear the "but" hanging in the air between us.

"But | do need you to cometo a party tomorrow. A museum benefit. Tabithathinks | should mingle,
meet other potential donors. That kind of thing."

"OnaSunday?'

He shrugged. "Apparently, it's been set up for awhile now. They're taking advantage of the museum
being closed for a change of exhibits. At any rate, | just do what they tell me." He squeezed my hand.
"Come on, sweetheart. It should be fun.”

"Sure" | said. "No problem.”
"You'll haveto mingle, too,” Stuart said, gpparently wanting to make sure | understood what | wasin for.
"I know, sweetie. | may not be the best at this palitical wifething, but | do understand it."

"You are the best," he said, in away that made me go alittle weak in the knees. Then he kissed me. |
moaned and |leaned closer, my body reacting in al sorts of decadent ways.

"I'd better gowake up Allie," | said, findly pulling away. "Unlessyou want to get aredly late start.”

"And you aren't sure if he was removing the book or hiding it?" Father Ben asked. We werein his
office—Father Ben, Timmy, and me—gathered around the battered oak desk that dominated the small
room. The book dominated the desktop, dark red and ominous.

Timmy was on the floor, drawing pictures on old parish bulletinswith ablack Sharpie. | tried to pay
attention, but | kept glancing down at Tim, afraid held end up coloring the carpet, and I'd fed obligated
to have agenuine antique Oriental rug professiondly cleaned.

"Kate?' Father Ben prodded.

"What? Oh." | rewound the conversation in my head. "I'm pretty sure he wastaking it out, but | can't be
postive” | lunged forward. "Timmy, no. On the paper, big guy.” | sat back, and risked looking away
from Tim just long enough to meet the padre's eyes. "Either way, the book was important to him.”

" "Thewhedsarein motion,' " Father said, repeating the demon'swordsthat 1'd relayed to him.
"Any ideawhat he was talking about?" | asked.

Father Ben nodded dowly, then sank back into his chair, motioning for meto sit aswell. | did, but
reluctantly. | had afeding thiswasn't going to be good.

"We can't be certain, of course. Not without more research. But based upon the messages you left for
Father Corletti and me, and your description of the book, we were able to do abit of preliminary
research.”

llArﬂ?l
"And we believe the book may be the Malevolenaumachia Demonica.”

"Oh," | said, hoping | sounded duly impressed. "Wow. That's... | mean, wow." Intruth, | was
impressed. Not by the whatever held said, since | had no clue what he was talking about. But by the fact



that anyone could take my vague description and then announce that the book was something both
evil-sounding and hard to pronounce. That was worthy of some serious props, as my daughter would

.
"Do you know what the MD is?' Ben asked.

"A doctor?' | asked, stupidly.

"The Mal evolenaumachia Demonica" he said, dowly and patiently.

"Ah, um, wdll, sure. | mean, mostly.” | cleared my throat. "Actualy, no. | don't have aclue. What isit?"
"Y ou arefamiliar with aGrimoire?'

"Sure" | sad. "It'slikeamanud for black magic."

"Wadll, if thisbook isthe Malevolenaumachia Demonica, it's a hundred times worse than any potentid
Grimaire

"Oh. Great."

He got up and came around his desk, leaning up againgt it as he faced me. "Have you ever seen Raiders
of the Lost Ark?'

"Um, sure. It's one of my favorite movies. We even own theDVD." | bit back the urge to ask him what
that had to do with anything. Unlessmy alimentatore waslosng it, hed get to the point eventualy.

"Remember the scene with the French guy? What he says about the Ark?”

"A tranamitter for talking to God," | said. | was getting asick feding in my somach. "Are you saying—"
"Yeah," hesad. "Tha'swhat I'm saying."

"The book isfor talking to God? Or the book isfor—"

"Taking to imprisoned demons.

"Oh. Well, isn't that just nifty?" | took a deep breath and considered what he was saying. "How?"'

"The demons words print upon the page.”

"But then we're okay," | said. "The book's completely blank.”

"Except that once the communication isreed, it fades.”

| shook my head, trying to get a handle on what he was saying. " So the demon says something, and it
prints out across the page? Like, Hey there, Reader. Go stand in a pentagram?”

"That isthe essence of it, yes."
"And then when someone reads that message, the page goes blank again?'
"Correct."

"Oh." | wasn't liking this. Understatement of the year, | know, but | redly wasn't liking this.



"And can the reader talk to the demons?’ | asked. "Likeif they write in the book, would the demon read
it and then erase the page?"

Father Ben shook hishead. "That | don't know."

| nodded dowly, taking it al in. "And the demonsthat are doing the talking. Y ou said they're imprisoned,
right? | thought the demonswerein Hell. Or al around usin the ether.” Asfar as|'ve aways understood
it, ademon's power comes from Hell, and helll go there to rgjuvenate or vacation or whatever demons
dointher leisuretime.

But hanging out in Hell doesn't redlly have much de-monic oomph. They want to be out herein theredl
world, fighting to become human. And, barring that, whispering to humans, their oily entreeties urging
people to take the baser path even while our guardian angelstry to lift usup.

Accounts by many of the saints report being able to see demonsin theair dl around. That's one serious
black mark againgt being asaint, at least in my mind.

"Many theologians believe that demons are free to leave Hell and walk the earth,” Father Ben said.
"Certanly those of us ffiliated with Forza know that to be true.”

"Did you know it? Last year, | mean. Before you learned about me. And about Forza."

"I believed it," hesaid. "I didn't know it. I'd never seen evidence of ademon. | still haven't seenthe
horrorsthat you have, Kate, and | certainly haven't put myself on the front line the way you have. But
dill, | believed."

He reached out and squeezed my hand. And even though we're probably very nearly the same age, | felt
warm and comforted. And at the same time, horribly sad. I'd never asked to see the things I've seen. My
beliefs weren't grounded in faith. Not redly. Instead, they were grounded in redlity. And | had to wonder
if that made me somehow lesser in the eyes of God. Would I, | wondered, be so devout if I'd never
actualy seen the devil anongst us?

Father Ben started pacing his office, warming to his subject. "Some believe that certain demons have
even entered Heaven and been granted an audience with God."

"God has more patience than | do,” | said. "I would have kicked their sorry butts right out of the pearly
gates”

Ben amiled. "Yes, well, that isone of Histraits. At any rate, Second Peter 2:4 tells of some angelswho
snned so grievoudly that they were cast not just into Hell, but into a prison cdled Tartarus.”

"I'veheard of it," | said. "It'sliketheworst of Hdl?"

"Exactly. Some believe that those demons mated with human women and created half-breeds. Nephaim,
they're cdled. And for that horrific Sin againgt nature, they were cast down. The ancient world considered
Tartarusthe worst pit of gloom and darkness. And those fallen angels are bound there in chains, without
recourse or appeal to God."

"Wwv."
"Exadtly.”

"An eternity in chainsin Hdl," | said thoughtfully. " Somehow that makes my filthy bathrooms not seem
like that much of aburden.”



"Eternity wasthe plan,” Father Ben said. "But some demons have managed to escape over the millennia
Goramesh," he added, meeting my eyes. "He is believed to have once been bound in Tartarus."

"Oh." | shivered. I'd done battle with the High Demon Goramesh. And | sincerely doubted he had a
warm, fuzzy placein his heart for me. Someday, 1'd see him again. That much | was sure of. | wasaso
sure that when that day came, my odds of walking away from the battle weren't good.

| straightened my shoulders and pushed thoughts of the High Demon out of my head. "What does dl this
have to do with the book?"

"Well, the loreisthat although some demons have escaped, two are till imprisoned in Tartarus. The
vilest. The most unrepentant.”

| sat there amoment, letting Father Ben'swords sink in. "Worse than aHigh Demon,” | said.

He nodded solemnly. "Like nothing weve ever seen before.”

"But they're imprisoned, right? | mean, that's the whole point. Gloomiest corner of Hell. Bound in chains.
Right?'

"Right. Except..."

"Except some have escaped,” | finished. "And you think these two want out, too.”

"Wouldn't you?"

"Mmmm." He had apoint. "And the book? The transmitter?’

"Thetitle" he said. " Malevolenaumachia Demonica. Do you know what that means?”

"I'm alittle rusty on the Latin, Padre.”

"Demon’'s Malicious Sruggle.” He lifted ashoulder, hishead tilting dightly to the sde. "Wdll, that'sa
loosetrandation.”

"Loose or not, it doesn't sound good.”

"The point is, that lore suggests that the book is atransmitter. Not for talking to God, but for talking to
the demonsimprisoned in Tartarus.”

"Dear God," | said, then crossed myself. "So how doesit work?'
"That, | don't know."

| stood up and starting pacing the small office. "None of thismakes sense. If it'satransmitter, what are
they saying? And who are they saying it to? Sinclair? Other demons?”’

He shook hishead. "That, | can't tell you."
"And why?What are they trying to do? What's the plan?"

"All good questions;”" Father Ben said. "And | don't have asingle good answer. All we know isthat there
isaplan. And | think it'sagood guess that Tartarus demons want to escape from Hell. And perhaps they
were using the book to give someone directions on how to make that happen.”

"Dear Lord."



"That is, of course, all speculation,” Father Ben said. "We can't even be certain the book isthe
Malevolenaumachia Demonica.”

"Grest. | fed so much better."

"We dso know that you've disrupted that plan. Or at least staled it.”
"Because we've got the book now."

"Andit'ssecure.

"Whereisit?' | asked.

"Thedtar," hesaid.

"Not the vault?'

"We have archivigts catd oging the relicsin the vault. They arein and out every day, and if they wereto
find the book..." Hetrailed off, shaking hishead. "No, | don't believethere's asafer placein theworld
than the atar for something like this book. Except, perhaps, degp within the Vatican.”

| nodded. Infused as it was with the bones of saints, the dtar of St. Mary's Cathedral wasimpenetrable
by ademon. The book, at least, was safe.

That didn't solve dl our problems. But it was a tart.

Timmy and | |€ft the cathedral well before noon. We hit the T-Mobile storefirst, and | got areplacement
for my missing phone, including the same phone number and abuilt-in camera. | snapped afew pictures
of Timmy just to get the hang of it, emailed them to Stuart, then immediately wondered how I'd lived
without thething.

| needed to hit the grocery store, but first | wanted to fill Eddiein. | swung by the house and gave him the
rundown. He didn't know anything more about the book than | did, but he agreed that the whole Tartarus
demons run amok thing sounded pretty bad.

"You'regoing to hdp, right?"

He snorted. "Eh, why not? Chasing demons dways brightens my mood. And killin' demons puts mein an
even better one.”

| ended up dropping him &t the library, before heading on to the neighborhood Ralphs. He promised to
cal my shiny new phone when he was ready for aride home, "Assuming | don't catch aride with that hot
librarian.”

| wished him luck and set out to do some shopping.

For thefirst two years of Timmy'slife, I'd been content to shop with my toddler in tow. Oncel
discovered the joys of day care, however, my tolerance for the extended process of shopping with a
child decreased draméticaly.

About the time Timmy grabbed histhird can of some meat product off the shelf, held it up, and said,
"Thistoo Mommy?We need this?' | decided I'd had enough. If thefolkson Survivor could live on bugs
and berries, then surely we could survive on milk, pasta, and whatever happened to be hidden in the
back of the freezer.



When we got home the garage was empty, which didn't redly surprise me. Getting Allie out of themdl in
under eight hoursis an amazing accomplishment. Stuart had been borderline delusond to suggest
anything lessthan five. Not that I'd been inclined to correct hisdisnformation at thetime...

| parked Timmy in front of the television, popped in the Frosty the Showman video, then started to
unload the groceries. The house seemed eerily quiet, and | fought asense of unease, telling mysdlf that
just because I'd spent agood portion of yesterday fighting ademon didn't mean that they'd infested my
house,

My earnest speech, however, did nothing for my mood, and | moved dowly from the living room into the
breskfast area. The pitcher of orangejuice | hadn't cleared was till there, but had it been moved just a
little to the left? | frowned, not sure, as my gaze swept the room. Nothing else seemed out of place, and |
told mysdlf | was being ridiculous.

Naturdly, | didn't redly believe mysdf.

"Allie?' | cdled, loud enough to be heard in every corner of our house.

Slence.

Okay, that was good. The house was empty. Nothing was really out of place. And | just needed to get a
grip.

| stood there for aminute, contemplating the get-a-grip plan. | decided that while that might be the
rational thing to do, where my kid's safety was an issue, | was more than happy to be paranoid and
reactive. And that meant getting Timmy over to Lauraswhile | searched the house. Just to be sure.

"Timmy?" | caled, implementing step one of the paranoid-and-reactive plan. "Come here, kiddo.”
Helooked up, hisfeatures contorted with irritation. "Frosty, Mommy."

"I know, swestie. But | need you to come here."

Nothing.

"Timmy," | sad. "Come herethisingtant.”

Again, nothing.

"Y oung man, don't make me count to three."

"I'm watching Frosty, Mommal" Hislittle hands werefists at hissdes, and | could see afull-blown
tantrum coming on. Givein or hold fast? The age-old question of parenting.

| gavein, resorting to the only surefire method of ensuring toddler cooperation: bribery. "How about ice
cream?’

He cocked his head to the side, looking just alittle bit more toward me than the television. "lce cream?”

"Absolutely. Come with me over to Aunt Lauras, and you can haveice cream. And you can watch
Frosty over there."

Helooked at me, hisface scrunched up in concentration. " Chocol ate ice cream?’

"Sure," | said, hoping Lauras freezer was well stocked. For that matter, | hoped Laurawas home.



" 'Kay, Mommy." He tugged me toward the back door. "We go Aunt Lauras!"

And so wedid. | popped out the video and turned off the television, then let Timmy drag me out the
door. | double-checked the alarm system, then shut the door tight and locked it.

Timmy raced across the grass, with me following at amuch more reasonable pace so that | could pull out
my cell phone and give Laurafair warning. She answered on thefirst ring, and assured me that she was
more than happy to watch the kiddo. It would, she said, save her from afun-filled morning rearranging
her Tupperware.

"Always happy to be of service," | said, as soon aswe arrived at her back door.

"I hope you mean that,” she said. "1 swear I'm going crazy obsessing about my jerk of ahusband. If |
don't have something to keep me occupied, I'm going to sart stalking the man.”

"I can help you there, too," | said, aswe got Timmy settled. "I'll bring you up to speed when | come
back. But basically, | was hoping you could help me search the Internet.” I'm not acomplete idiot when it
comesto computers, but | did think that Google was a children's video program until about Six months
ago. Lauras computer sills, however, had been honed and sharpened by years of online shopping. Give
her amouse and a cable modem, and she can find (and buy) pretty much anything. 1sn't technology

amezing?

She narrowed her eyesat me. "' So why the last-minute babysitting? Everything okay over there?
"l hopeso,” | said.

"Uh-huh. Can | hdp?'

| pointedto Tim. "Trust me," | said. "Y ou dready are."

Once Timmy was happily settled in front of the tlevison with abowl of ice creamin his chubby little
hands, | sprinted back across our connecting yards to my house. Once again, | told myself | wasbeing
ridiculous. And once again, | convinced mysdlf that | wasn't. Demon-hunting'sal about ingtincts. And,
for whatever reason, | had abad feding.

Back in the house, | paused just ingde the back door. "Allie? Stuart? Anybody home?!
No answer.
| checked the kitchen and the garage, just to make sure. No sign of Stuart.

Jmmy Neutron's theme song drifted into the kitchen, and | sang dong withit, only alittle mortified to
redizel knew al thewords. | froze suddenly. I'd turned off the television!

With my heart pounding in my chest, | made abedinefor the utility drawer. | pushed down on thelittle
latch, then pulled the drawer open dowly, trying to avoid the tdlltale squesk.

Onceit was open enough, | took out an ice pick and tested itsweight in my hand. I'd invested in about
sx of the thingslast month, never expecting Stuart to notice. Of course that meant he did. | said they'd
been on sde and that had satisfied him. After al, what woman can pass up abargain?

Because of the configuration of our house, you can only see part of the living room from the kitchen areg,
and | entered carefully, watching my blind side until I'd swept the entire areawith my gaze.

Nothing.



Or rather, nothing except the television that | was positive I'd clicked off. But maybe | hadn't hit the
button hard enough, or aimed the remote the wrong way. After al, why would a demon want to watch
The Adventures of Jimmy Neutron?

| wished | could believe I'd Ssmply Ieft the television on, but | couldn't quite manageit. Especidly not
once | noticed other things out of place. Knickknacks shifted on the hal table. The entertainment center
door open just dightly.

Someone looking for something? The book, maybe?

| bit my lower lip and continued moving silently through the house. 1'd known that returning to Forza
would be dangerous. But for that danger to invade my home...

| shivered, guilt overwheming me. If anything happened to the kids. To Stuart.
No.

| wasn't even sure there was a danger here. And asfor Sinclair and his mysterious book, | didn't know
what that was about, but | was determined to end it. And soon. No matter what, my first priority was
keeping my family safe. And if that meant killing afew demons aong the way, then so much the better.

A metdlic screech rang out, echoing through the silent house like a shot and making mejump. Upstairs.
Someone—or something—was upgairs.

| kept afirm grip ontheice pick as| eased up the stairs, careful to avoid the cresky third step. With any
luck, my uninvited guest didn't redlize I'd come home. Surprise, | hoped, would work in my favor.

| checked the master bedroom firgt, but found nothing there except afew dust bunnies huddling in terror
under the bed. | assured them they weren't my priority for the day and moved on to Timmy's room.

The place was a disaster. Clothes and toys strewn everywhere. Broken crayons. Ripped bits of paper.
Bedding on the floor.

In other words, it looked exactly likeit dwaysdid.

| frowned, made a mental noteto play off of Stuart's guilt and assign him room-cleaning duty. | paused
midway to the door, alow, rhythmic thump, thud attracting my attention.

| turned inadow circle, trying to find the source of the sound, but it was gone. And then, just when | was
about to give up, | heard it again. A low reverb noise, and it was coming from the interior wall—the one
Timmy shared with Allie

Inan ingtant | was back in the hal, my shoulders pressed flat againgt the wall outside of Alliesroom. The
door was cracked dightly open, and | could see that the light was off. From my limited perspective, |
could also make out avariety of T-shirtslittering the floor. Again, that wasn't exactly earth-shattering
news.

That steady thumping, though. ..

| could hear it more clearly now, and | had no ideawhat it was. Someone opening and closing drawers,
maybe?

Didn't much matter, because whoever they were, | was going to nail them. | drew in abreath, counted to
three, and then burst through the door, the ice pick high and ready.



Alliegs ghrill scream just about shattered my eardrums.

Immediately, | dropped my arm, my heart pounding wildly.

"Shit, Mom!" she shrieked, and for once | didn't correct her language.

"Sorry! Sorry!" | eased theice pick into my back pocket, but | knew it wastoo late.

Sheld been laying on her back, her feet flat againgt the wall, tapping in timeto somemusic | couldn't hear.
Now she whipped her legs around until she was sitting upright, glaring hard at me with her hand at her
throdt.

"Sorry! | heard anoise upstairsand | didn't realize anyone was home."

"Jesus, Mom." She jerked the earpieces out and then exhaled loudly and dramatically. ™Y ou scared meto
death. Haven't you been listening to all those lectures you and Stuart gave me? If you think someoné'sin
the house you leave. Y ou cdl nine-one-one. Y ou don't creep upstairs with afreaking ice pick and
terrorize your daughter! | mean, comeon!"

"Right. Youreright." What else could | say?
| took acouple of deep breaths, waiting until my heart dowed. "So, where's Stuart.”

"Office" shesad. "Heleft about three seconds after we got back.” She gestured at the tiny gizmo shed
been tethered to only seconds before. "He didn't even want to see how it works!”

"Unbdievable," | said. "I'm going to go get Timmy from Lauras house. Y ou want to stay here or come
withme?'

She pointed toward her computer. "Busy, Mom."

"Right. No problem.” Silly me. There was an entire Internet worth of songs out there, just waiting to be
downloaded. Apparently my daughter wanted to get aheadstart. At thisrate, if we saw her again before
college, it would beamiracle.

| bustled back down the stairs, giddy with relief. | collapsed on the couch and sat happily. Or, at lest, |
sat happily until my mind started whirling again. Then | sat in adudge of random thoughts. The messin
Timmy's room, the mysterious book, my unfinished Christmas shopping, and the vast emptiness that was
our refrigerator. Thefirgt, I'd assign to Stuart. Thelast, | could handle by ordering pizza. The Christmas
shopping and decorating could wait until schoal |et out. The book, though. That one still had me baffled.

Since Timmy would be perfectly happy at Lauras unlessthe cable went out, | decided to leave him there
for abit whilel called Father Ben to seeif heéd learned anything new. (Granted, | hadn't |eft him that long
ago, but | was ateensy bit anxious. So sueme.)

I'd just picked up the phone when | noticed that the pantry door was dightly gar. | shot afrustrated
glance toward the upstairs. Our cat, Kabit, must be part raccoon, because he can chew through any and
all bags of kitty food. Which meansthat unless we want Purina Cat Chow scattered on the floor like
confetti, we have to keep the pantry door closed at dl times. | remember. Stuart remembers. Even Eddie
remembers.

My daughter, however, is physicaly incapable of latching a smple wooden door.
Frustrated, | moved to the pantry. Kabit was probably in there, gorging hislittle kitty face.



| tugged open the door to check, and—" Aaaaaaayyyyy aaaaaaaa!!!"

Something hard and fast hit mein afull-body blow, damming me backwards againgt the granite
countertops.

| grunted and tried to regain my footing, but the demon was on me, her eyesflashing and her red hair
sticking out wild in ahundred directions. She looked deranged and vile and more than happy to kill me
on the spot.

Shethrust her arm forward, going for my neck, and | reacted immediately, my right arm whipping up to
block hers, and my left hand smashing out to land ahard punch to her guit.

She stlumbled backwards, then lunged for me again. Thistime, though, | was prepared and easily
Sideswiped her, adding my own shove to send her entire midsection damming againgt the counter. She
exhded with an ooph, then whipped around to face me, a cookie sheet from my dish drainer tight in her
hands.

She smacked me over the head, and | went sprawling, the wind knocked completely out of me.

As| gasped, she legped, sending us both crashing down onto the floor. Despite the searing painin my
chest, | sprang to my feet, sending slent kudos to Cutter for sharpening my once-atrophied reflexes.

| kicked up and out as the woman tried to stand, catching her just below the chin and sending her head
snapping back. A pretty nifty move, and one that would have laid ahuman flat. Instead, | was the one
who ended up splayed out on the floor. In amovement that can only be described as preternaturaly fast,
the bitch reached up, grabbed my ankle as | was pulling in from the kick, and gave it agood, hard tug.

| went tumbling, crashing to the floor with ayelp that surely rattled the rafters and aerted my daughter. |
didn't have time to worry about that, though, because the demon was on me, legping on my chest with al
the enthusiasm of atoddler on atrampoline. Her knees pounded my ribs, and | struggled to breathe as
her hands closed around my neck.

"The book," she hissed, rancid breath washing over me. "Master needs the book."

"Tough luck for Master," | managed, snapping my knee up and into her groin in the hope that I'd get her
off of me. No such luck.

"Where?' shesad. "Tdl. Or die"

| wasn't crazy about either option, but | didn't have alot of choices here. | wheezed, trying to draw in
enough air to think clearly, then turned my head, staring hard a the warming drawer beneath the oven. |
closed my eyes, then looked back up at her. "No," | said. "No."

And then—Dbecause some demons are smarter than they |ook—she turned toward the warming drawer,
too. And asadow smile crept over her face, she shifted her stance. Not much, but it was enough. More,

| was ready.

She kept one hand tight around my neck, but to reach the drawer, she had to shift her weight off of me.
When shedid, | twisted, then managed to get my hand out from under her and around to my back
pocket.

By thetime sheredlized what | was doing, it wastoo late. | had theice pick out and aimed. And in one
snagp movement, | drew on al my strength and dammed the thing home.



She yowled, then went suddenly silent. And as the demon dipped out of the body, | let my head fall back
onto thetilefloor as| coughed and gasped for air. | needed to get rid of the body before Allie came
downstairs and found a dead woman on the kitchen floor.

First, though, | needed to bregthe.

Chapter Seven

| laid there amoment longer, sucking in glorious oxygen, and then | forced myself to my feet. The house
was silent. "Stupid bitch,” | whispered, leaning over the body. "Y ou don't put paper in awarming
drawer.” | may not be much of acook, but even | know that.

| scowled at her again, just because she was making my life miserable. Or, more specificdly, her master
was making my life miserable. And who was that? One of the Tartarus demons? Had they been talking to
their minions through the book, and now the minions were desperate since I'd shut down their handy little
intercom system?

Or was the master someone else entirdly? A High Demon, not bound by the chains of Hell? Maybe a
demon who wanted the Tartarus demonsfree. After dl, those Tartarus dudes sounded pretty powerful.
And they'd probably be pretty grateful to be set free. If you're aHigh Demon looking to build an army, a
demon who'd served time in Tartarus would be afine addition to the team.

| pondered the questions a bit longer, frustrated because | had no answersto throw into the mix. Worse,
| had abody to deal with, and | stared down at her, trying to decide what to do. (Honestly, | understand
that Forza's not the organization it used to be, but alittle more focus on assisting the Hunters with the
disposa of demonic carcasses would be very much appreciated.)

| decided on the garage. For onething, | could drag the body there without going through the living room
(and possibly running into Allie, who | couldn't believe had been deef to the scuffle). For another, Stuart
had shoved severd paint tarpsin the corner of the garage, supposedly for when he repainted the master
bathroom. Since | figured that my husband wouldn't be seeing the insde of aHome Depot until well after
the election, | could get away with hiding the body under thetarps. At least until | could come up witha
better plan.

I'd just hooked my hands under the dead demon's armpits when Alli€'s cry of "Mom!" rang out through
the house.

"Hang on!" | dropped the body, letting the head land on my foot so asto not make too much noise, then
hustled into the living room. No Allie. "What do you need?" | shouted up the Sairs.

Her head appeared around the corner, her forehead creased. "What was that noise?"
"Noise?' | repested, utterly unimpressed with my daughter's reaction time.
"Yeah. | heard something. A minute or S0 ago.” She started down the sairs. "Y ou didn't hear it?"

"Oh!" | held ahand out, motioning for her to stop. "Right. That. No big dedl. | just dropped a cookie
sheet. Makes an awful clatter on thetilefloor.”

"Y ou're making cookies? Mom! Y ou know I'm not esting anything with transfat!”



"l wasjust moving somethingsaround,” | lied. "And you ate pancakes this morning, smothered in butter
and syrup.”

"Extenuating circumgtances.”
"Mmmm."

She held on to the banister and half hung there, swinging alittle. "So, like, you don't need help then,
right?'

"Nope" | said, cheerily. "Totaly under control."

"So | can go back up?

"Far beit for meto keep agirl from her iPod."
Sherolled her eyes, then pounded back up the stairs.

| gave her enough time to get settled, then moved back into the kitchen. The demon was il there,
garing blindly a me with the one intact eye. | looked away. |I've done this countlesstimes—and | get a
nicelittle buzz of satisfaction every time ademon hites the dust—but therés till adefiniteick factor
involved.

Onceagain, | got agrip on the demon, and once again, | wasinterrupted. Thistime by the shrill ring of
the telephone. | left the demon where I'd dragged her—hafway into the garage, the door banging up
againg her shoulders—and ran to snatch up the handset. "Hello?!

"Itsme” Laurasaid. "l was starting to get worried.”

"Everything'sfinenow," | said. Then | looked at the body. " Although, there is one little thing you could
hdp mewith..."

"You're sure about this?' | asked, as we bent down to grab the tarp-wrapped body, me at the head and
Laurahoigting the fedt.

"Ohyeeh," Laurasad. "I'm pogtive."

She and Tim had come over about fifteen minutes ago. After we'd settled the munchkin in the living room
with abox of Legosand a Dora the Explorer video, I'd dragged Laurainto the garage, where I'd | eft
the demon in aheap in front of our stand-aone freezer.

"I need to get her to the cathedra," 1'd said, pointing to the body. Father Ben might be new, but hed
aready proved hisworth by coming up with aworkable demon disposa plan. And now the crypts
beneath the cathedra were being put to good use hiding demon carcasses.

The trouble with that system was that the families of the truly dead person (the one who'd had the body
the demon had invaded) were | eft believing their loved one had up and disappeared. Unfortunately, we
didn't have much choice. We could dump the body somewhere, true. But there wasn't any way to repair
the damage from a spike to the eye. And copstend to get al antsy about thingslike that. They'd
investigate. And if their questionsled back to me—well, what could | do then?1 redlly didn't want
Christmas with my kids spent in the vigiting room a San Quentin. And | didn't want Mindy visting Laura
there, either.



Which waswhy | reiterated my origina propostion. "We can put her in the Odyssey.”
But Laura shook her head. "No. Without atrunk, it's too obvious."

"She'swrapped up,” | said, but Laurajust looked at me. | shrugged. Shewasright. A body wrappedin a
tarp pretty much resembles a body wrapped in atarp.

"WEell shove her in Paul's trunk, and we can drive over to the cathedra after dark.”
"What if Paul wantshiscar?'

She made aface. "He won't. He took his new Thunder-bird to San Diego. He's got some sort of
conferencefor dl hisfranchisees. He won't be home until late tomorrow."

"Itsdill arisk," | said. "We've wrapped her up tight, but there's no way we can be sure there won't be
trace evidencein thetrunk.” Did | sound likea CS buff or what? Thetruthis, oncel redized that | was
going to be responsible for demon disposal for the greater San Diablo metropolitan area, 1'd started
doing alittle research on crimes and forensicsand dl that.

"Honestly, Kate," Laurasaid. "Just pick her up aready. If Paul ends up nailed for murder, at least I'll
know where heésdeeping at night.”

She had a point. And since one of my strongest rulesis to never argue with a pissed-off wife, | grabbed
the demon's head. Laura hoisted the feet, and we shuffle-walked the body the short distance to the
Lexusstrunk. Laura had pulled in backwards and popped it open, so all we had to do was squeeze
between the front of the Odyssey and the stack of Christmas boxes Stuart had retrieved from the attic
last week, but which | had yet to unpack.

"Onthreg" | said, as soon aswe werein postion. "One... two... three!"” We swung our demon inside,
where she landed with athump.

At the same time, the door between the kitchen and the garage opened. "Mom?"

Yikes!

AsLaurascreamed, | dammed the trunk shut, then whipped around to face my daughter.
"Jeez, Mom! Y ou guys scared me to death!"

"Scared you! What are you doing sneaking up on people like that?' | pointed to Laura. "Y ou just took
ten years off her lifel”

Allielooked at melike I'd gone insane, not an unreasonable expression under the circumstances. "'l
wasn't snesking. | waslooking for you." She squinted at Lauras car, her brow furrowing. "What are you

guysdoing, anyway?'
Shetook astep forward, and | moved quickly in to intercept. "Nothing."

"Nothing?' Sheraised an eyebrow, achalengein her voice. "Doesn't look like nothing to me. And what's
Mrs. Dupont's car doing in our garage anyway." She took another step, craning her neck asif shewere
trying to seeinto Laurastrunk. | turned back around quickly, just in case. Y up, closed tight.

"Y ou're as bad as when you were six," | said. "Remember when you found the Barbie playhouse?!

She glanced again at Lauras car, comprehension playing across her face. "'Y ou went Christmas



shopping!"
"Ingde," | said, making shooing noises. "And stay in there, or I'll take everything back to the sore.”

"Yes, maam,” shesaid, and | laughed. Allie only remembered to say "maam" when she wanted
something. She opened the door to the kitchen and then paused, turning back to face me. "1 completely
forgot why | came looking for you in thefirst place. Someone left you a present, too.”

"What?'

"A package," shesaid. "l found it on the front porch when Stuart dropped me off. | forgot to tell you
earlier. You didn't seeit? | left it on the breskfast bar for you."

Lauraand | followed her back inside. Sure enough, among all the detritus, there was a small package,
wrapped in brown paper, about the size of ajuice box.

"Gee," | said, glancing at the schoolbooks, CDs, Pogt-it notes, action figures, and Play-Doh scul ptures
scattered about. "1 wonder why | didn't seeit.”

"Dunno,” Allie said, gpparently not recognizing my sarcasm. "It's been here dl aong." She peered over
my shoulder at it. "Who'sit from?"

"No return address,” | said. | hefted it in my hand, the weight minimd. "For that matter, therés no
addressat dl. Just my name.”

"'So someone dropped it off themselves" Laurasaid. "They didn't mail it."
"Maybe you have asecret admirer,” Alliesaid. "Stuart's going to freek.”

"l don't have a secret admirer.” Did I?

"Maybeit's Stuart, then,” Allie said. "Maybe he's making up for yesterday.”
"Then the present would be for you,” | said.

She shrugged. "I'm okay. Wetaked. Y ou know. It was good.”

| studied her. Not the most rousing endorsement of my husband's parenting skills, but | was pleased
nonetheless. Stuart had screwed up, but at least he hadn't scarred my daughter for life.

"It's probably from Marissa," Laurasaid. "It's about the Size of acell phone. | bet she'sjust returning the
oneyou log."

That actudly made alot of sense. "Not really worth thetrouble,” | said.
"Openit, Mom. It might be something else.”

| hesitated, running my fingertip over the brown paper packaging. It probably was my cell phone; what
elsewould it be? But why wrap it? Why not leaveit in the mailbox or smply in asmal shopping bag?

If it wasn't my phone, did | redly want to open the package in front of Allie? No, | thought, | didn't. The
way my week was going, | wasn't sure | wanted to openit at dll.

| turned to Laura, hoping to buy sometime. Or distract Allie. Or something.

"l should go," she said. "Um, you want to come with me, Kate? I'm going to, um, go hidethat big



present.”

Subtle, my best friend isn't. But at least | knew what she meant. She was going to take the L exus—and
the demon—back to her house.

"I'm going to do some more shopping, too," shesaid. "I could use the company. The mal's amadhouse
thistimeof year."

Allie cocked her head. "Y ou guys are il up to something. What? Are you planning something for me
and Mindy?'

"Kegp asking questions, and you're going to find nothing but coa in your stocking, young lady." | turned
to Laura. "Sure. I'd love to come with you.” To Allie, | said, "Watch Timmy, okay? WEIl only be gonea
few hours"

Not that | intended the kids to stay alone in the house. Before Lauraand | got out of the neighborhood, |
was going to grab Eddie from the library and bring him back home.

Probably an unnecessary caution, but ademon had just attacked mein my kitchen, and | wasn't going to
leave the kids alone. Eddie might be old, but he could till roll with the best of them. And | knew held do
whatever it took to protect my kids.

| dso knew he'd keep the doors locked, the larm system armed, and he wouldn't open the door to
grangers. That's the nice part about being old and curmudgeonly; you can piss off neighborhood callers
and no one takesit persondly.

Allie, however, was having none of it. "No way! That's so totaly not fair!”
"Alison Elizabeth Crowe, you know part of your alowance is compensation for watching your brother.”

"No, no, no. That's fine. I'll even play Candy Land with him. But you can't go yet." She made frantic
gestures toward the package. "Openiit!"

"Allie" | sad sharply. "Just drop it.”
"Jeez, Mom, what's the big ded 7'

| frowned, wondering if | were pushing too hard, bringing into sharp relief al my secretsfor my daughter
to see.

"Mo-om. Come on! It's probably a Christmas present someone dropped off." She bounced alittle. " Just
openthething!"

| glanced at Laura, who shrugged.

| drew in abresth, wishing | had X-ray vision, psychic powers, something. | didn't anticipate something
dangerous—the danger, after adl, had just attacked me in the kitchen. But danger takes forms other than
the physica, and | could think of at least adozen things that would have my daughter asking the kinds of
questions | didn't want to answer. Questions | wasn't ready to answer.

Then again, maybe now was the time. I'd been younger than Allie when I'd started training, about her age
when I'd killed my first demon. My heritage was her heritage, and someday | realy was going to tell her.
| just hadn't planned on today.

| considered the box. | could stdll, or | could open it and field whatever questions Allie asked.



Was| prepared for that? Prepared for my daughter to learn about my past? To ask questions about my
present? To worry and fret and—God forbid—get involved?

No, | wasn't. But | hadn't been prepared for the sex talk, either, and I'd made it through that one
relatively unscathed.

I'd make it through this, too.
| reached for the box, dragged my nail under the tape, and started pedling it back dowly.

"Could you move any dower?' my daughter asked, in atone that suggested her mother was acomplete
loser. "It's brown paper. Just rip it off!"

"Hey, you open your mysterious packages your way, and I'll open mine my way."
She made aface and bounced some more.

Honestly, her eagernesswas catching. | ripped the rest of the paper off and revealed aplain white gift
box.

| drew abreath, hesitating.
"Openit dready!"

| did, yanking off thetop before | could talk mysalf out of it. We both stared down. "A key?' Alliesaid,
the confuson in her voice reflecting my own.

She reached down and snatched it up. A smplesilver key. "Well, shit." A look of horror, then, "Sorry,
Mom."

| didn't bother to reprimand her. | wastoo busy looking at the key. | took it from her, then squinted at it.
A number—287—was stamped in the metal, but other than that, there were no identifying markings.

"| think it's a safe-deposit box key," Laurasaid.

"No kidding?' Allieleaned forward to get abetter look. "So it'slike spy stuff. Someone's sending you
secret clues, and you have to put them al together.” She nodded, pleased with that scenario. " Pretty
cool, Mom."

"Hmm," | said.

"Solet'sgo," shesaid.

"Tothemd|?'

"Duh. To the bank." She reached over and took the key. "I mean, thisis so Sydney Bristow."
"I'm not sure—"

But Allie cut me off. "Come on, Mom! Aren't you curious?’

Desperately curious, actudly, but | wasn't about to admit that to Allie. Actualy, now that | had sometime
to think about it, | redlized | should smply havetold her the key was mine. That 1'd dropped it, and
Marissahad returned it.

A nicelittlelie, but it had come to me way too late.



| snatched the key back. "It'sakey, Allie. Nothing more. There was probably supposed to be anote. It's
probably not even a safe-deposit key. It's probably for alocker. Some storage locker filled with fake
flowers that Marissawants me to sort in penance for falling down on chaperone duty yesterday.”

"So cdl her," Alliesad. "Andif it'snot, well go check at the bank." She snatched up the phone and held
it out.

But before | had the chance to take the phone from her, it rang. "Probably instructions from your
handler,” she said, then answered with aquick, "Spies'R' Us."

| looked at Lauraand rolled my eyes. "No more 24 for her, and I'm going to hide dl the Alias DVDs"

Asghe ligtened, Allies cheeks flushed bright pink. | shot Lauraaknowing look. A boy, | mouthed. Sure
enough, the next thing out of Allies mouth was, "No, no. It'sme. Hi, Troy. No, of course you're not
interrupting anything. | cantotaly talk now."

With the phone pressed tight to her ear, she skulked away, heading upstairs where she would,
undoubtedly, He on the bed with her feet on the wall, and spend the next three hours on the phone. Not
with Troy, of course. But with the post-call analysis with twenty-eight of her closest friendsto get their
take on every little nuance of Troy'swords, tone, and attitude.

In other words, where the key was concerned, | was off the hook.

Laura cocked her head toward the garage and whispered, "Do you really want to go with meto, um,
move the package?'

| shook my head. "WEell do it tonight, like we planned. But | do want to go check thisout.” | held up the
key. "Want to go with me?"

Laura hesitated, then shook her head. "I'm up to my eyebalsin laundry over there," shesaid. "And
Mindy's probably home from choir practice by now. Besides, | think I'd be anervouswreck if | couldn't
check on the car every six or seven minutes.”

| nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. "1 don't want to leave the kids aone, though. Can you
take my car and go get Eddie?’

"Sure" shesaid. And while Lauraleft to retrieve Eddie, | moved through the ground floor of the house
checking the locks and sticking my head into every room, every closet, and under every bed. (Well,
except Alli€'s, but only because | couldn't think of areason for snooping.) All secure.

| found Timmy in the living room, about eight inches away from the tdevison, completely naked.

| Sghed, dragged him backwards so that | could &t least later tell the Mayo Clinic surgeon that | tried to
protect his eyes, and then shoved hislegsinto his Pull-Ups. "Why'd you take off your Pull-Ups?’ |
asked.

He peded hiseyes away from the tdlevison just long enough to answer me. " Gotta dance, Momma."
Right. I mean, how can you argue with that?

"Stay here" | said. "Any closer, and Dora goes bye-bye. Y ou understand?’

A somber nod.

"And keep your pantson.”



"Not pants. Pull-Ups."
That'smy kid, literd asthey come.

"Mommy's going upgtairs. I'll be right back. Y ou be good.” But I'd lost him. He was back with the map
and the girl and the talking monkey. Not abad placeto be, | thought, al things considered.

"Feet off thewall," | said automatically, as | knocked and then opened the door to Alli€'sroom.
"Hang on," she said into the phone, then rolled over to face me.

"I'm going out as soon as Laura gets back with Eddie,” | said, hoping the telephone call had distracted
her from her desire to go with me. "Help him keep an eye on your brother, okay?"

"Sure thing, Mom. No problem. Want me to do a couple of loads of laundry, too?"

Because | am not anaive woman, my sensesimmediately kicked into overdrive. "Sure,”" | said. "And
maybe you could clean the bathrooms, too? | think the cure to Ebolais growing in your bathtub.”

"No problem,” she said happily.
Y up, something was definitely up. "Give," | said. "What do you want?"

"Nothing!" she said, her expression managing to reflect utter shock that | would paint her with any ulterior
motive

"Okay then," | said, turning to leave.

"Um, Mom?'

| turned back. "Hmm?"

"I waswondering if, well, if | could go to the beach this afternoon.”

"The beach?' Clearly there was a catch. Welive in acoastd town. Usudly requeststo go to the beach
aren't accompanied by offersto do the laundry and scour the toilets.

"Y esh. Okay?"

"Withwho?"

"Mindy will bethere"

"So you and Mindy are going together?!
"Um, not exactly.”

| moved and sat on the edge of the bed. | glanced at the phone. "Mindy?" She nodded, and | picked up
thereceiver. "Shelll cal you right back,” | said, then hung up.

"Now," | said, focusng on my kid. "Spill."

"It'sjust that Troy Myerson asked meto come, and, well, it's Troy Myerson. And | redly like him,
Mom."

"So | gathered,” | said, thinking of David, who'd been clued in to that little fact long before me. (1 mean,



I'm just the Mom.)
"Canl go?'

"Onadate?' | shook my head. "Y ou know we've talked about this. | don't care what everyoneeseis
doing, you aren't deting until you're Sixteen.”

"I know! But thisisn't adate." She pointed to the phone. "Mindy even agrees.”
"Oh, wdll, if Mindy says so..."

She made aface. "It'slike aparty. And he called because he wants me to come. But it'snot like I'm his
date or anything. It'sthe whole surf club. They're doing a barbeque. And Mindy's going to be there, too,
and alot of the cheerleaders, and just because Troy's going to coincidentally be there, too, doesn't
make it adate." She paused for breath.

"Coincidentally?"

"Okay, maybe not so much of a coincidence, but please? Can | go? Honestly, Mom, if | can't go | might
aswell just curl up and die now because my lifewill be so totally over.” She flopped back on the bed, my
little drama queen.

"Chaperones?'

She sat back up, smelling victory. "Sure. Totally. Mr. Long will be there. It'sthe surf club barbeque.
They're doing a cookout, and then the surf team's practicing for the exhibition at sunset.”

"Theexhibition?"
"Uh, yeah?I've only mentioned it nine thousand times.”

"Right." | gtifled afrown. Okay, so maybe she had told me. Has my attention span redly been that
deficient since | rgoined Forza?"The exhibition. Of course.”

"Y ou could even comefor the practice part,” she said, apparently unaware of my descent into guilt. "I'd
totally be okay with that."

| lifted an eyebrow. "Redly?’

"Sure. | mean, don't cometoo early. But the guys arereally good on the waves. Itd be fun. And you
could even see Troy."

| noticed that she hadn't said | could meet him. Apparently at this juncture | was only alowed to watch
from afar.

"Stuart can come, too," she added, then frowned. "I mean, if he's not working and all.”

| made a show of moving dowly through her room. | opened the clost, ran afinger dong the top of her
bookshdlf, then peeked under the bed. No demons. Thiswas agood thing.

"Come on, Mom. Pleeceeeze?’
"Do | haveto driveyou?'

She shook her head. "Bethany's picking us up. Me and Mindy and JoAnn, too."



| considered that. JJoAnn was Marissas oldest girl, but | tried not to hold that against her. Bethany was
the head cheerleader and student-body president. She was a senior and seemed reasonably responsible.
What's more, | knew her mom. | dso knew that her parents had bought her aVolvo. Lots of airbags.
Lotsof safety features. | usualy didn't protest too much when Bethany was driving.

"All right,” | findly said. "Y ou clean the bathrooms, do your laundry, vacuum under your bed, and change
the cat box, and we have aded."

She squedled and threw her hands around my neck. "Y ou're the best, Mom!™"

| hugged her back. The sentiment may have been entirely induced by the fact that sheld just gotten her
way, but | ill really loved to heer it.

Chapter Eight

"Find anything?' | asked, as Eddie plowed through the front door. | waved at Laura, who wasidlingin
the driveway. She waved back, then pulled out as | followed Eddie inside.

"Not adamn thing," he said.

"Wadl | found ademon in the kitchen," | whispered, cocking my head so that he followed mein there. |
brought him up to speed quickly—about the demon and the mysterious key—then asked if he had any
theories about ether.

"Not aone," he said. He looked at me, hisface tight with concentration. | held my breath, wondering if
he'd had an epiphany; if hed remembered something from his past that would shed some light on this
whole fregky Stuation.

"Got any of those mini-corndogs eft?" hefinaly asked. "The ones you fed to the boy the other day?1'm
so hungry | could et the rear end of arhinoceros.”

| Sghed, then turned toward the kitchen. "Watch Timmy," | said. "I'll go heat some up for you.” Clearly
the only flashes of brilliance | could rely on here were my own. Unfortunately, | wasn't flashing, either.

While the corndogs were heating, | made an errand list. The bank was firs—I wanted to check out that
key, and now that Alliewas distracted, | had the perfect opportunity.

After that, my list delved away from intrigue and into the mundane. Since my trip to the grocery store had
been cut short, | till needed to make another run. A quick glanceinto the refrigerator and pantry
reveded that we gill needed al manner of dairy products (we were nearly out of milk and the cheddar
cheese was starting to sprout fuzz) along with the basic life staples supplied by Chef Boyardee and
Kelogg's

The pile of laundry in the utility room was threatening to reach the ceiling, but 1'd pawned part of that
disaster off on my daughter. And while the house needed a thorough cleaning, | decided that my
investigationsinto the demonic were much more important. (I love it when my judtificationsfor avoiding
housework are actudly legitimate.)

| tapped the pen againgt the pad, trying to think what else | needed to do while | was out. Timmy needed
new clothes since he'd outgrown everything he owned. For that matter, | realized that | did, too. Need



new clothes, that is. The museum party required a nice dress. Without drool stains or smears of ketchup
that had only partly come out in the wash. Unfortunately, much of my wardrobe had that particular
element of toddler chic.

| might have something in my closet that would work, but | didn't bother looking. | wasin the mood to
splurge. Since my husband works for the county—and since | have two kids who need new outfits about
every seven seconds—our discretionary clothes budget tendsto be alocated first toward the kids, then
to Stuart (who legitimately needs suits, ties, and shirtswith clean collars). Anything leftover trickles down
to me. Usually thetrickle barely paysfor a T-shirt a Kohls.

Today, though, money wasn't aproblem. I'd been back on Forza's officia payroll for dmost three
months now, and my monthly stipend was deposited directly into a brokerage account held for mein
trust and in secret. We're not talking alot of money—I could probably make more salling Pampered
Chef products—but | didn't return to Forza to get rich.

Although | intended that the money go to the kids someday, a the moment, | figured afew hundred for a
decent dress and shoeswouldn't detrimentally impact their futures. And it would totally boost my
sdlf-esteem. It's one thing to wear Kmart couture to a cocktail party being held in my living room. It'san
entirely different maiter to forego DonnaKaran for thelatest Jaclyn Smith dudswhile mingling with the
rich on their own turf.

(Andif you'reworried that Stuart would be suspicious, the answer isno. The manisentirely cludessas
to the cost of women's clothing. | could tell him that apair of immy Choo sandds costs $49-99, and
he'd not only believe me, he'd be shocked by the expense. Men.)

| glanced at the clock. One-fifteen. Our bank closes at three on Saturday, so | assumed most of the
othersintown did, too. If | hurried, | thought | would be able to check afew places before they locked
up for the weekend. (I hoped the key would open a safe-deposit box at my own bank, but | couldn't
imagine being so lucky.) After that, | was heading to Nordstrom.

| shoved my to-do list into my purse, tucked the key into my wallet, grabbed my car keys, then headed
into the living room to say good-bye to my brood.

| found Eddie adegp in the recliner, the Herald's redl-estate section open on hislap, and astubby pencil
loosein hishand. Theteevison was il blaring, but Timmy wasn't anywhere to be found.

"Tim!"

Beside me, Eddie snorted and shifted, but he didn't wake up. From upstairs, | heard Allie call down,
"Did you say something?'

"I'mlooking for Timmy," | said.
"Not here."
"Where's here?"

"Duh. I'm in the bathroom. Scrubbing the stupid toilet, remember?’ She didn't sound happy about it, but
at leest shewasdoing it. "Hold on, I'll check hisroom.”

| could hear her stepsin the hallway as she moved in that direction. Meanwhile, | checked the den and
Stuart's study. Nothing. | also checked dl the doors. Everything was locked up tight. So where was my
kid?



Honestly, | wasn't too worried. It's abig house, and we'd taken down the baby gate a few weeks ago,
so Tim had the run of the place. Still, the whole demon-on-the-prowl thing made me alittle nervous. |
wanted to know where my boy was, and | wanted to know now.

"Timmy!" | yeled, thistime making Eddiejump.

"What?Who? What!"

"I'mlooking for Tim," | said.

"Right therein front of the—oh." He dropped his outstretched finger. "That little onés apistal.”
"Mmm." | tried again. "Timmy! Y ou answer meright now, or no televison for therest of the day!"

That worked. Which probably says something about bad habits and my parenting skills, but | wasn't
inclined to think about thet.

"But | want TV!" Thelittle voice came from upstairs, followed by the patter of footsteps and then amuch
more concerned yelp of "Mommy! | WANT TV!"

"Heshere" Allie shouted unnecessarily. | heard her make shooshing noises, and then, "Oh, man. Y ou're
inforit, squirt.”

Sincel didn't like the sound of thet, | took the stairstwo at atime and met them in the halway, just
outside of the master bedroom. Sure enough, Mom was not a happy camper. There my little boy
sood—his mouth completely rimmed in bright red lipstick and his eyes so encircled by purple
eyeshadow that he looked like araccoon on an acid trip.

"Timmy," | wailed. | checked my watch. | really didn't need this.
"Pretty!" hesaid.

"| thought Eddie waswatching him," Alliesaid. "It'snot my fault! | was cleaning." She had up her Playtex
encased hand asif to demonstrate the point.

| just Sghed. "Comeon,” | said, holding out ahand to Timmy.
"The Wiggles?' he asked.
"Don't push your luck, sport. We need to get you cleaned up, and then we have to go run some errands.”

Honedtly, I'd rather shove bamboo under my fingernails than take Timmy clothes shopping with me, but |
didn't see any other choice. Allie was going to be gone before | could get back, Laurawas tethered to
her garage until we passed the demon off to Father Ben, and Eddie was no longer on my list of approved

babydtters.

| told mysdlf it would be okay. I'd pretty much saved the world just afew months ago. Surely | could
manage to buy one little dress despite having atwo-year-old attached to my hip.

Couldn't1?

| didn't let myself think too much about that, though, since | was alittle bit afraid of the answer. Instead, |
focused on wiping the makeup off Timmy's face and hoped the smell of cold cream wouldn't warp his
masculine senghilities.



"Funny!" he said, looking at his Ponds-dathered mug in the mirror.

"Hysericd," | acknowledged as| quickly wiped the bulk of the makeup away. | gave him awashcloth
and let him help ("hdp" being ardaiveterm). Inthe end, | had a sweet-smdling little boy with very
smooth skin, and adight hint of blue around the eyes. Hislips|ooked like they might have been
sunburned (when Maybelline sayslong-lagting, they mean it), and | feared he might randomly strikea
Cover Girl pose.

Stll, it was good enough, especialy snce we didn't have time for afull-blown bath. | hoisted him up on
my hip and hurried down the dairs, caling out to Allie that we were leaving and that she should lock up
behind her.

Shegrunted in reply, and | figured that was about the best | could do. At least | was getting clean toilets
out of the dedl.

Five minutes later we'd said good-bye to Eddie, Timmy was strapped into his car seat, and | was back in
the living room desperately trying to find Boo Bear. | managed to locate him under the sofa, then returned
to thevanin triumph.

Timmy, who'd been whimpering softly, immediately changed his attitude, looking at me with complete
adoration. God, but | love that kid.

"Weready?' | asked, buckling mysdf in.

"Ready!" he howled, shoving alittlefigt intheair. "To infinity, and beyond!" he added, which made our
errands sound awhole lot more exciting than | anticipated. Frankly, | wasn't sure that was agood thing.

Stuart and | have ajoint checking and savings account at First Mutual on California Avenue. We dso
have a safe-deposit box there for the kids birth certificates, the house deed, lifeinsurance policies. The
usual. And since I'm the one who usudly goesto the box, | dso knew that our shiny gold key didn't look
athing like the slver one that had mysterioudy appeared on my doorstep.

Even s, | decided to try therefirst. Thetellersknow me and, for al | knew, maybe gold keys signified
the better boxes. Or maybe the bank had access to some sort of booklet that identifies safe-deposit box
keys. | wasn't completely optimigtic about this plan, but | figured it was worth ten minutes.

Eleven minutes later, | wasn't S0 sure. My favorite tdler, Nancy, had no clue, and even the manager on
duty couldn't help. "I could make some calls,”" she offered.

| shook my head. "Thanks, but | don't want to be any trouble.” Mostly, | just didn't want to draw too
much attention to myself. Not that | was doing anything illega, untoward, or even strange. But there was
gtill something very cloak and dagger about the whole Stuation.

Nancy handed Timmy awatermelon-flavored Dum-Dum, and we went back the way we came, my little
boy happily sucking on the lollipop. | wastrying to remember what other banks werein the areawhen |
heard afamiliar voice call my name,

| turned around, searching the lobby, and finally saw Cutter rising from a couch near asign that read
Loans. Cutter—actudly Sean Tyle—ismy sensal. That is, hés my martid-artsingructor, training
partner, and friend. He doesn't know my secrets, but he's astute enough to know | have them.

He'saso training Allie, Mindy, and Laura, al of whom | want in fighting shape. To my infinite pride,
Allies definitely at the front of that pack. Even more, she's kept up with the training despite the addition of



cheerleading and abunch of other extracurricularsto her schedule.

| liketo think it's because she's good and wantsto stay fit. Moreredigticaly, | think it's because Cultter is
aparticularly fine-looking male specimen. And my daughter isfourteen and boy crazy.

| am nothing if not aredi.

As soon as he saw Cuitter, Timmy jerked free of my hand and trotted over, holding out his candy for
Cuitter to inspect.

"Looksgood," Cutter said.

"Y ou can have some," said my son, displaying just how much heliked my martid-arts ingtructor. For
Timmy, the sharing of candy marks the absolute highest level of affection.

"Thanks, kiddo, but I'll pass.”

Timmy looked confused—how could anyone say no to a Dum-Dum?—then popped the thing back into
his mouth, apparently redlizing that since the invitation was turned down, there was more candy |eft for
him. He sucked hard, his durping noises underscoring my conversation.

"What are you doing here on a Saturday?' | asked. "Don't you have a classto teach?"

"Lunch bresk. My landlord wantsto sdll, so | either have to buy the dojo or find anew location.” He
waved, indicating the loan department. " So here | am, wasting another lunch hour filling out
small-business|oan gpplications.”

| made sympathetic—and sincere—noises. If Cutter moved | was going to be severely inconvenienced.

His studio waslocated in astrip mdl right at the entrance to our subdivision, less than five minutes away
from my house. Even better, there was a 7-Eleven right next door, which meant that | could bone up on
kip ups and jump kicks, pick up milk and bread, and be back homein lessthan thetimeit took for Allie
to get dressed for school in the morning.

"Anyway," hesad, "it'sapainin the butt—sorry, rear," he sad, looking a Timmy, who happily yeled
out "Baby butt!" just to embarrass me.

Cutter mouthed an apology, then took Timmy's hand. On the sidewalk, Timmy kept up with the "Baby
Butt" song, but eventualy logt interest, and started pulling leaves off a decorative shrub instead.

"l hope you get your loan,” | said.
"I will. I just haveto find theright bank." He looked & me sdeways. " Sort of like you."

| reached out and grabbed the back of Timmy's shirt before he could launch himsalf off the sidewalk.
"Not following you," | said to Cuitter.

Hetook Tim from me and hoisted him up to his shoulders. Timmy yelped and squealed and pulled a
Cutter's hair. No pain registered on Cultter's face, proving once again that the military training he listed on
his bio was absolutdly true.

"l overheard you in there," he said, taking off his sunglasses and tucking them into a pocket before Timmy
destroyed them. "What's the ded ? Y ou're trying to find a bank to match your safe-deposit box key?'

"Something likethat," | admitted.



"Because people are dwaystrying to match up mysterious keys," he said.
"Cuitter..."
He held his hands out, surrender-style. "Can't blame aguy for trying."

"Actualy, | can,” | said, but with agrin. Thetruthis| trust Cutter. Not enough to tell him about my secret
identity, of course, but | do trust the man. For one thing, he's known from thefirst day | showed up in his
dojo—and pretty much best the pants off of him—that | wasn't what | seemed. He'd questioned, but
he'd never pushed. And, honestly, that had meant as much to me asthe training he'd given me over the
past few months.

Heflashed atrademark Cuitter grin, then leaned in closeto my ear. "One day, Kate Connor,” he
whispered, hisvoice flowing over melike warm honey. " One day you're going to tell me your secrets.”

"Y ou're probably right," | said, lowering my voice to match his. "But today's not the day."

| stepped back, and looked at him. Our eyeslocked, and for just a second, | thought that he was going
to push the point. Then he blinked. The moment faded, and | let out asigh of relief. I'd meant what | said.
Someday, yes. But not now.

"So I'll seeyou at practice?' he asked.

"| think so. But afew things have come up latdly, and my scheduleiscrazy." That, a least, wasthe
absolute truth.

"Fair enough, but are you gtill interested in finding another sparring partner?” A few weeks ago, wed
talked about finding me someone ese to spar with. Someone whose moves | hadn't Sarted to anticipate.

"Of coursel am. Why?'

"l may have someone. New guy. Seems pretty competent. I'll give him the once-over, and if he passes
muster, I'll giveyouacal.”

"All right." I held my arms up, sgnding for him to pass me my kid. "We need to get going. I'm latefor my
Secret misson.”

"You'reariot, Kate. You know that, right?' He swung Timmy to the ground, then held out hishand. "L et
mejust seethe damn thing.”

"Damn'sabad word,” said Timmy helpfully, as| reached my free hand into my back pocket and pulled
the key out. | passed it to him, and he studied it, then passed it back.

"What do | getif | cantdl you what bank it'sfrom?"
"Can you tdl mewhat bank it'sfrom?’

"Maybe"

"Y ou'd get my deep admiration and devotion.”

"| dready havethat.”

"Oh, right," | said. "Okay, how about a blind date with asingle PTA mom?" | could think of three or four
who'd leapfrog over each other for the chance to go out with Cutter.



He considered for amoment, then shook his head, his eyes hard on me. "No."

"Fresh out of ideas, Sean,” | said, using hisgiven namejust to tick him off. | hoisted Tim up onto my hip.
"Either help me or don't, but I've got to go. The banks close at three on Saturday, and I've barely
Sarted.”

"Try County Mutud," he said. "And they're open until four.”
"And you know this because...?'
"Because that'swhere | bank.”

| studied him, hating the suspicions that filled my head. Was this a convenient coincidence, or was Cutter
my secret deliveryman?

Ashard as | looked, though, I couldn't find anything suspicious on hisface. For that matter, maybe the
key led to something completely innocuous. That, however, | redly didn't believe.

Timmy squirmed on my hip, drawing my attention away from Cuitter. | did him down to the ground, then
held tight to his hand as he tugged hard, trying to get away and making melist to theleft as | finished up
with Cuiter.

"The bank's a Pacific and Amber Glen, right?"
He nodded. "Right. There'saMcDonald's across the street.”

At that, Timmy stopped pulling, every other thought in his head pushed out by one compelling demand:
"Happy Med!" hewailed. "Want a Happy Med!"

Cutter chuckled. "Sorry."

"You owemehbigtime" | said. To Timmy, | promised aHappy Medl if he stopped trying to pull me
down the sdewak, and if he behaved at the next bank, and if he agreed to eat gpplesauce with his
Happy Med instead of French fries.

Since Happy Medsareredly al about the toys, he smiled and saluted. "Aye-aye, Mommy!"
Cutter raised abrow.

"SpongeBob," | said, by way of explanation. | may not be ableto tell you the top-ten prime-time
television shows or the number-one box-office hit, but Nickelodeon I've got down.

Once Timmy and | reached County Mutua, my little boy amused himself by running the length of the
lobby, touching the wall, and then running back again. | probably should have told him to stop—another
Happy Med threat would probably have done the trick—but | wasin amood, too. Running hard and
fast sounded like adamn good ideg, actudly. And if | couldn't burn off my excess energy and thoughts
that way, at least my little boy could.

We were there about five minutes before the bank officer who handled the safe-deposit boxes called me
to her desk.

| took aminute to get Timmy settled with one of thelittle tubs of Play-Doh | kegp in my purse, then
handed over the key. "I need to get into thisbox.”

I'd decided to be vague on the whole question of whose box it was. Not hard, since | was clueless on the



point. | was hoping that she'd look the information up on her computer and then sheld tell me.

| know enough about how banks work to be dangerous, but in the movies, you can never access abox
with just the key. Y our name has to be on the account, too. So | doubted I'd be getting any final answers
today. But with any luck, I'd have the name of the box owner. And that, | figured, was ababy step in the
right direction.

The bank office—Ms. Sdllers, according to her name tag—tap-tapped at her keyboard. "Hereit is," she
said. Shelooked a me. "Y ou must be Katherine Crowe?"

The room shifted, and | held on tight to my chair just so | wouldn't dide off. | forced myself to nod.
More, | forced mysdlf not to cry.

Apparently | wasn't doing agood job of looking normal, because her brow creased and she leaned
toward me. "Ms. Crowe? Are you feding okay?'

"I'm sorry.” | wiped my eyes. "Yes, yes, I'm fine. And yes, I'm Katherine Crowe. Or, | was. My husband
passed away five years ago. I'm remarried. It's Katherine Connor now."

"I'm sorry for your loss," she said.
"Thank you," | said, automatically, but still unsteedily.

I'm not sure what 1'd expected here, but certainly not my name in that computer. | also wasn't entirely
sure how to handle the Situation.

| took a deep breath, then legped into the deep end. "Um, obvioudy it'sbeen along time,” | said. "I don't
remember getting thisbox."

Her browslifted. "Oh? Then why are you here?’

A good quedtion. "'l found the key," | said. "In my jewelry box," | added, because I'd learned that the
more specific alie the more convincing thelie. " So when did we, um, rent the box?' The"we' wasa
guess.

Shelooked a me, and | saw compassion, but something ese, too. "I'm sorry,” she said. "But | think |
should probably see some identification.”

"Right. Sure. No problem.” | took out my driver's license and handed it to her.
"Do you have anything that shows you as Katherine Crowe?

| did, actualy. My old license. | don't really know why | keep it, but | do, tucked into the back of my
wallet under the pictures of my kids. Y ou're supposed to turn the old onein when you get anew license,
but | claimed that I'd lost the thing. No one even asked twice.

Now, | pulled it out and handed it to the woman. She took it, compared the number to the number on
her computer screen, and nodded.

"We don't have any record that Mr. Crowe passed away. Y ou should bring in the paperwork and welll
get the box and account transferred to your name aone. We've dready got your signature card on file, so
the processwill berdatively smple.”

"Wait. There's an account, too?'



"Y es, we provide safe-deposit boxes only to account holders.”
"l see” | frowned again. "How much money isin the account?’
She tapped at the keyboard. "Eight-hundred thirty-seven dollars and twenty-three cents.”

"Oh." Thiswas getting weirder and weirder. That the account existed at al had surprised me. After dl,
Eric and | had done dl our banking together, and we'd never used this bank.

Except they had my sgnatureonfile.

That was strange, but explainable. Eric had probably brought acard homefor meto sign. Sincel let him
handle dl the paperwork, | wouldn't have paid that much attention.

So Eric opened an account, then put money into it. Cal me crazy, but it seemsto me that any man who
has a bank account he keeps secret from hiswife, isn't going to add hiswife to the account in the first
place. And hedd stuff it full of money. I'm not scoffing at eight hundred dollars, but it's hardly enough to
run off to Rio.

Except Eric would never have run off to Rio. Not without me, anyway.
So what the hell had he been up to?

| needed to get into the box, but | till had questions, and | wanted to ask them right now, when Ms.
Sdlerswastdkative and at least alittle sympathetic to my plight.

""So when did we open the account?" | asked.
She checked, then rattled off adate. My stomach clenched. Just one month before Eric had died.
"Ms. Connor?' She frowned a me. "Are you okay? Does that help?’

| held up ahand and forced asmile. "I'm fine. Redlly.” | cleared my throat. "What about activity?
Anything happening on that account?*

She checked. "No. Nothing. It looks like the only funds that have ever been withdrawn, in fact, have
been the safe-deposit box rental fees.”

"l see" | said, dthough of course | didn't. Not completely. Not yet.

| stood, motioning for Timmy to do the same. | appreciate dl your help,” | said, taking my little boy's
hand. "Maybe | could take alook at the box now?"

"Of course," she said, then led the way into the vault. We each inserted our keys, then she opened the
door. | pulled out the small box, surprised to find it weighed next to nothing. Ms. Sellers showed meto a
tiny room where | could examine the contents of my box in private. | pictured folksricher than meinthe
surrounding rooms pulling out piles of gemstones and running their fingers through them like confetti.

Assoon as sheld left, | pulled the door closed, locking Timmy and | in the claustrophobic little room.
"Okay, kiddo," | saidto Tim. "Thisisit."

"Present?'

"I don't know, big guy. But I'm thinking no."



| took a deep breeth, then lifted the lid, not at all surewhat I'd see.
Nothing. | saw absolutely nothing.
| frowned. That couldn't beright.

| held the box on end and shook it. Sure enough, afolded piece of paper fell out. | stared at it, somehow
knowing that it was from Eric. | wanted to touch it, to smdll it, to hold it to my heart. The onething |
didn't want to do was read it. It was bad news. Somehow, | just knew that whatever was on that paper
was bad news.

| considered pocketing it for later, but abandoned theidea. | couldn't walk out of this room without
knowing what that note said. Doing that would be like walking away from Eric.

The paper had aragged edge, asif it had been ripped from a notebook, then folded over on itself four
times. | unfolded it dowly, hesitating only briefly over the find fold. Then | opened the paper, smoothed it
on the table, and read these words:

My darling Katie,

I'mwriting this because I'm afraid that I've gone too far. If you're reading this, it's because my
fearsare correct. I'msorry. So sorry. And | love you. You and Allie are my whole world. My
everything. And | wouldn't trade our yearstogether for anything. Please, don't ever forget that.
And please, don't ever doulbt it.

But there were things | had to do, and for that, | hope you can forgive me. | want you to know
what happened, Katie. | need you to finish what | started. | hate asking you to do that and | regret
opening the door in the first place. But some doors, once opened, can never be closed again. We
tried, though, didn't we? And | wish | could say that we succeeded. But we didn't. There's a crack,
and everything we thought we'd left behind is rushing through it.

| know you don't understand. Not really. And | wish | could say it plainly, but that'simpossible,
too. | can't be certain that it will be you who findsthis. So | can't risk telling you the full story. But
if you look to the best of us, you'll see that you already have all the pieces you need.

At |least to get started.

But darling Katie, be careful. Watch your back. | didn't pay enough attention. Please, sweetheart,
don't make my mistake. Eternally yours,

Eric
| read the note twice, only stopping because | couldn't make the words out through my tears. | blinked,

and the tears streamed down my face, faling in fat drops from my cheeksto the paper. | wiped one
away, then pulled the paper to my heart, hugging it close.

"Momma?' Timmy was by my side, stroking my arm. | managed awatery smile, then hoisted him up onto
my lap, hugging him tight, too. He looked at me with big, serious eyes, then somberly kissed my cheek.
"Kissand make better,” he said. "Momma better now?’

| nodded and forced the wordsto leave my throat. " Absolutely. Thanks, big guy.”



But it wasn't true. Not at dl. Because as cryptic asthis note was, it made one thing crystal clear: Eric
hadn't been the victim of arandom mugging al those years ago.

Someone had intentionaly murdered my husband.

Chapter Nine

| think Timmy could sense my mood, because he not only behaved beautifully al the way home, but he
kept blowing kisses from the backseat to the front. Do | have agreat kid, or what?

| needed those kisses, too. Because the truth was, | was smothering under a blanket of guilt. Murder .
The San Francisco police had never even suggested premeditated murder. The theory had dways been a
mugging gone bad. Murder, yes. But not planned. My husband had smply been in thewrong place at the
wrong time. We'd been ten years out of the demon business. Our lives were boring. Wonderful, but
boring. Murder wasn't even on my radar.

Now, though, that little bubble had burst, and | was kicking mysdlf for not having been suspicious. For
having blithely gone dong with what the police had told me. Why didn't | see? Why didn't | know?

Because thereld been nothing suspicious about his death. Nothing, that is, except the fact that he'd died at
al. And thefact that amugger had actualy been able to take down my husband. We might not have been
actively training every day, but Eric hadn't been adacker. Hed never let hisbody go soft.

| thought about that, my stomach tightening more and more asthe redlity of the Stuation settled in my
bones. My husband had been murdered. And I, the woman who knew and loved him best, hadn't even

suspected.

| tightened my grip on the steering whed , thinking about the odd timing of the note's gppearance. Could it
be fake? A trap?

Part of me wanted to believe that, but | knew it wasn't true. Too many phrases in the note sounded like
him. And even after dl these years | recognized the handwriting. No, the note was from Eric.

How the key had landed on my doorstep, though. Well, that was till amystery.

| glanced toward the passenger seat and my purse. The note wasinside. For five years, I'd let Eric down,
and | couldn't help but bdlieve that the key was some sort of silent accusation. A shout out to methat I'd
faled.

Not anymore. Somehow, | was going to find out what had happened. | was going to interpret his cryptic
message and | was going to find the truth.

| only hoped that after five years of doing nothing, thetrail hadn't gone completely cold.

| steered the car home on autopilot, ignoring thelist of errands I'd planned to do while | was out and
about. While the garage door creaked open, | tried to think what Eric could have meant. The best of us?
What wasthat? | really didn't have aclue. And, unfortunately, that was where | needed to start. That was
me, ademon-hunting Nancy Drew.

Thefirst thing my deuthing discovered was anote on the table. Short and to the point, Stuart had said



that hed come homefor abit, but he had to get back to work. He was going to miss both dinner and
Allies beach party. And he was sorry.

| closed my eyes, expecting arush of irritation. Lately | was seeing evidence of my husband (damp
shower gtdls, laundry on the floor, rumpled sheets) more than the man himself. For weeks now, that little
fact had been driving me crazy, aflash point for frequent fights when we did cross paths.

But the annoyance didn't surface. Thistime, | only fdlt relief. My senses and memorieswere full of Eric. |
wanted to wallow. And unless | wanted more fights added to our regularly scheduled program, | knew
that wallowing about the dead first husband in front of the second was aredly bad idea.

Not that | had time to wallow. For better or for worse, life with kids prevents deep descentsinto
morbidity. | needed to get Timmy settled, check on Eddie, hide abody, and then get mysdlf to the beach.

Not that | had to go to the beach, but | had afeding that the number of times Allie was going to invite
me to accompany her when she was on adate (or, rather, a pseudo-date) were exactly one. In other
words, thiswasn't an opportunity | was going to let dide by.

| found Eddie where I'd left him, sound adeep in the armchair, the televison blaring. | clicked it off, then
opened the cabinet and pulled out Timmy'stiny toy piano. He honed in on it immediately, and | figured
I'd just bought mysdlf a solid—if noisy—ten minutes.

Normaly, I'd ask Laurato babysit, but even though Mindy wasn't in the surf club, she'd decided to go to
the cookout. And sheld aso granted Laura permission to come to the beach party ("so long asyou
promise not to do anything that would embarrass me"), and that meant we needed to move our date
with the demon earlier in the afternoon. Asin, right now. Either that or leave abody in the trunk while we
frolicked at the beach. And | didn't think Laurawas up for that. Therisk, or the frolicking.

After this morning's experiment in cosmetol ogy, there was no way | wasleaving Tim with Eddie. Not
unless | wanted to find the house in shambles, my son swinging from the curtains, and every bit of
makeup | owned converted to war paint.

| grabbed the cordless phone and started diding the other women in the neighborhood. Ten minutes and
three conversations about the dead guy in the school basement later, | found one who could watch my
oN.

"Youresure?!

"No problem,” Sylvia Foster said. "Thisis Carl's weekend to have Susan,” she said, "so I'm dl donein
the house anyway. Frankly, you're probably doing me afavor.”

Sylviaand Susan live at the other end of our block across from the community pool. Susan usudly goes
into school early for band practice, but when she doesn't, she's part of our car pool. When the girlswere
in seventh grade, Sylviaand Carl had divorced. | don't see Susan often, but even | could see the change
in her dispogition. Lately, she'd gotten some of her spunk back, but it was two years coming.

| thought of Allie and those years after Eric had died. And then | thought of Stuart and how frusirated |
was by hisrecent absences. | made amenta note to sit him down and talk about this. There arealot of
thingsin thisworld worth fighting for. More, even, than keegping demons out of the neighborhood. My
family wastopson thet list.

"| redlly gppreciateit,” | said to Sylvia, then made plansto drop Timmy off on my way out of the house.
"And if therésanything | can do to return thefavor..."



She jJumped dl over that one. "Actudly, I'm having a Pampered Chef party aweek from today. Maybe
you could come?"

"Sure" | said, thinking about the heart attack Stuart was going to have when | told him I'd just ordered
another haf dozen kitchen items, none of which would actualy improve my cooking skills.

Sylviapromised to be available, and | rushed upstairsto change. Timmy was till banging away, and
Eddie was il sound adeep. That's about as calm as my house ever gets, and | was actudly alittle
depressed to be leaving. Then | remembered: Allie, beach, bathing suits, boys. Oh, yeah. | was so outta
here.

Since the bathing suit part of the occasion wasfor thekidsonly, | chose apair of white drawstring pants
that I'd bought at Old Navy during one of Alli€'s back-to-school shopping sprees. | topped that with a
purple T-shirt, then finished the ouitfit off with plain, white sneskers.

| pulled my hair back into a ponytail, grabbed my purse, then checked mysdlf in the mirror. Not bad,
redly. Definitely nothing about my gppearance that would make my child spend the evening avoiding me.

Yearsago, | dressed for practicdity. Military gear designed to hold wegpons and facilitate movement.
Now, | dressed for my family. Practica clothes that made errand-running eesier, decent outfits
gppropriate for Stuart's palitica functions, and, now, amom-ish ouitfit, carefully chosen so that my
daughter could acknowledge me publicly without melting into the sand in embarrassment.

Oneday, | thought, it might be fun to smply dressfor me.

The only thing wrong with the image in the mirror was the clunky brown purse. Way too much for an
evening a the beach. | found asmall cloth bag I'd picked up at astreet fair one year, and was just
gtarting to switch the contents of the purses over when | heard the doorbell ring.

"DEMONS!" Eddie cried, hisvoice reverberating through the house. "The beasties are everywhere!
EVERYWHERE!"

| grabbed my half-filled purse and raced down the stairs. Eddi€'s been through alot over the years. So
much, in fact, that it'sawonder he's kept his grip on sanity. That grip, however, issgnificantly more
tenuous when he's adeep.

For the mogt part, | write his dreams off as merely that—the nightmares of an old man. That seemsto
satisfy Allie, who's so enamored of having agrandfather in her life, that he could probably brandish a
battle-ax and she wouldn't care. I'd thought Stuart would be more concerned about Eddie's outbursts. |
was wrong. Stuart's managed to tune Eddie out so well that | don't think he even hears them.

The neighbors, however, were not prepped to my pseudo-grandfather-in-law's foibles, and | raced down
the stairs, desperate to get to the front door before Eddie did. Or before whoever was out there heard
Eddi€'s cries through the door and ran screaming down the block.

"Stop!" | cried, diding into the front entrance hall with about as much grace asa Little Leaguer diding
home. Eddie was standing there, eyeswild, aletha-looking stiletto clutched in hishand.

"At the door, girlie" he said. "The demons are coming through the damn door!"

"Eddie, no." | closed my hand over his, taking the knife. Y ou were having a dream and the doorbel |
wokeyou up.” | looked in hiseyes. "It'sokay. It'ssafe. It'sfine.”

In theliving room, Timmy started wailing. Honestly, | couldn't blame him. At the moment, I'd like to wall



alittle, too.

"Momma, Momma, Momma," he cried. "Where you a, Momma?'

"Inhere, swestie," | said. "It'sfine. Mommy'll beright there." To Eddie, | said, "Y ou okay?"
He cast a suspicious ook toward the door, but nodded.

| heditated, wanting to be sure, but the bell rang again, thistime accompanied by Sylviasvoice. "Kate?
Areyou okay in there?'

| lunged for the dead bolt, squeezing in between Eddie and the door. | flung it open, hoping my smile
looked genuine. "Sylvial Hi!" | shoved the knife behind my back and leaned againgt thewall. "I, um,
thought | was bringing Timmy to your house."

On cue, Timmy called for me again.
"Coming!" | shouted back.

"They can just smdl when you're leaving, can't they?' Sylviasaid, stepping around meand into the hal. "'l
had to run to the Seven-Eleven, so | thought I'd swing by and seeif you'd rather | picked him up." She
held out her hand to Eddie. "Hi. I'm Sylvia."

"Mmph." Hetook her hand, then tugged, pulling Sylviaright to him before either she—or I—could do
anything about it. He took along sniff of her breath, then nodded at me. "She's okay," he said.

Try as| might, | couldn't convince the floor to open up and swalow me.

Eddie turned back to theliving room. Sylviagaped a me. "l promise hesharmless,” | sad. "He just
wakes up alittle disoriented.”

She stared.

"Why don't | bring Laurawith me to the Pampered Chef party?’ | asked, in a not-too-subtle attempt to
digtract her. Everyonein our neighborhood knowsthat Laurais physicaly incgpable of not buying
cooking supplies. We go out of our way to avoid Williams-Sonoma, just to ensure that she and Paul are
ableto pay their mortgage.

"Oh, yes," shesqueded. "You haveto bring Laura"
Behind me, the front door swung open, and Laura stepped insde. "Bring me where?' she asked.
"Pampered Chef," | said. "Next weekend. Can you make it?'

"Areyou kidding?' she answered, asif 1'd asked her if sheld like twenty million in cash. "Just tell me
when and where."

Because Sylviasno fool, she jumped all over that, and while she and Laura discussed the joys of kitchen
gizmos, | gathered Timmy'sthings and gave Eddie ahug, reminding him to lock up and set theadarm if he
went for an evening walk.

Lauradrove, and we dropped Timmy at Sylvia's on our way out since | wasn't crazy about him driving in
someone else's car, even someone | trusted as ababystter. | ran down al of Timmy'sidiosyncrasies,
suggested afew bedtime books, then made sure she had the phone numbers for Stuart and the hospita. |
gave her mine and Lauras, too, of course. But cdll service is spotty at the beach, so Stuart was on point



tonight.
"Ready?' Lauraasked, turning the key in her ignition.
| checked my purse, found my keys, wallet, and sunglasses, and nodded. "L et's go."

About the time we reached Ridto Boulevard, the main street into our subdivison, Lauraturned to me.
"Arewe going to be okay? Not waiting until dark to take the demon out of the trunk, | mean.”

| shrugged. I'd been considering that very question. "1 think it'll be okay. The Saturday mass doesn't Sart
for another hour.”

She made aface. "That's il cutting it close," she said.

"] know. But Father Ben said we should come around to the service entrance. He said no one's ever
back there on the weekends."

"l hope he'sright," Laurasaid. "'l need tailored clothes. I'd look horriblein prison chic.”
"Wecouldwait," | said. "But then well missthe surf thing."

Shedghed. "If wemissit, they'll never invite us back."

"I know."

Shetook a deep breath, then grabbed the steering whedl with both hands. "All right. Let's get this over
with." She shot meaquick glance. "Honestly, Kate. Sometimes| think life's more exciting now that |
know your secret. And sometimes | wish I'd just stayed home that night.”

I'd told Laura because I'd had no choice. She'd followed me one night, then witnessed arather graphic
demonic degth. | had to ether tell her or let her think shewaslosing her mind. "If it'sany consolation, I'm
glad you know. I'd hate to have to go through thisal by mysdf.”

"I'm glad | know, too. But on daysliketoday..."
"Yeah," | said. "l know."

Wedrovein slencefor afew minutes. Then Lauraturned to me. "Actudly, maybe we should wait until
dark. If were not at the cookout, we can't embarrassthe girls.”

"Good point,” | agreed, happy that my universe was shifting back to normal. I'd never intended for Laura
to be involved, but now that she was, | redized how much | needed her. Both for helping me schiep
bodies and for moral support. ™Y ou got the embarrassment lecture, too?" | asked.

"L ecture, memo, reminder phone cal.” Her eyebrows rose behind her sunglasses. "It would beirritating if
it weren't so damned amusing.”

"List of do'sand don'ts?' | asked.
She patted her purse. "Right here.”
| tapped my temple. "L eft mine on the dresser.”

"I'm particularly fond of item eight—no adjusting Mindy's hair in public. With extrademeritsif therésa
boy within five hundred feet."



"No participating in karaoke," | added. "Asif that wereredly aworry in thefirst place.”

"I like karaoke," Laurasaid.

"No embarrassng me" | retorted, deadpan.

"Y ou know," she said, thoughtfully. " There wasn't anything on my list about naked huladancing.”
"Minedther,” | said. "Obvioudy ablatant oversght.”

"Or flirting with the teachers" she sad.

| thought of David Long and had to silently acknowledge that that one might do well to be on thelist.
"Arewe alowed to acknowledge blood relation with them?' | asked. "I mean, | think it'simportant to
understand the rules here.”

The conversation pretty much disintegrated from there, as we came up with more and more outrageous
ways to embarrass our daughters. Everything from asking each boy if he thought our daughters were
pretty to snorting Diet Coke up our noses.

By thetimewe pulled in behind the cathedrd, the imaginary Kate and Laurawere surfing with the boys,
decked out in bras and panties because we didn't have our bathing suits, while singing karaoke and
inviting the whole crowd back to our neighborhood for ablock party.

S. Mary's Cathedrd dominates the highest point in San Diablo, afoca point for the entire town. It'sa
splendid piece of architecture, and dramatic, too, in the way it perches on top of the cliffs, the ocean
beeting arhythm below.

And it'snot just dramatic visudly. Theresaso high dramain the way the cathedra fights evil, by nothing
other than its mere presence. The cathedrd, in fact, was one of the reasons Eric and | moved to San
Diablo. Built centuries ago, the structure is home to some of the holiest of relics. Even the mortar ishaly,
having been infused with the bones of saints.

Therewere only four carsin the parking lot, and | recognized two—Father Ben'sand Delores Sykes’s,
the volunteer coordinator. "Pull around behind,” | said, pointing to the thin driveway that exited on the far
sde of theloat, then curved around the rectory, the Bishop's Hall and the other buildings until it
dead-ended near the back of the cathedral itself.

While Laura parked the car, | called Father Ben, and he met us outside. "We should be able to do this
unnoticed," he said. His face was pinched, and he looked tired. "Where's the body?*

"What's wrong, Padre? Have you learned anything more about the book? About any of it for that
metter?'

He shook his head. "No, I'm afraid not. Just amoment of pity for this woman who won't get a decent
buria. And her family, who will never be able to say good-bye."

"Yeah," | said. | hated that, too, but none of us could see away around it. Father Ben had even talked
with Father Corletti at the Vatican. But the head of the Forza Scura had no better suggestion. "At least
shelll be buried with the bones of saints surrounding her.”

"Yes" heagreed. "That does give me some peace.”
Helooked from meto Laura. "We should begin.”



Because of the way my week had been going, | expected the worst. But God must have decided I'd had
enough dramain my life (or that | wouldn't look good in prison chic, either) because we managed to get
the body out of the trunk and into the cathedral without incident.

After that it really was easy. We readjusted our grip on the body, then followed Father Ben down the
dark hallway that led from the back door to the sacristy. We didn't make it that far, though, turning off a
athick meta door that Ben opened with an ancient-looking key.

I'd been down there once before, but Laura hadn't, and Ben cautioned her to watch her step. The airs
were narrow, and carved out of the rock, and we followed their curve until we hit the bottom and found
oursalvesin acaveikeroom with raw sonewadls.

While Lauraand | kept ahold on the body, Father Ben took aflashlight from its hook on thewall, then
shined it to theright, illuminating yet another door. "That'sthe crypt,” | explained to Laura. "The
cathedrd's priests are entombed there.”

"Right," shesaid, looking just alittle green.

Father Ben held the door open, and we entered the damp space. "We're under the dtar now,” hesaid. A
massive crypt loomed before us, ornate stone tabl ets gppearing as decorations, but serving the more
practical purpose of sedling theindividua tombs.

A metd pry bar was propped against afar wal, and he took it now, placing it carefully between the
stone and the surrounding crypt. He shoved, but nothing happened. Lauraand | set the body down, and
| joined him, dl of ustugging on the count of three. The stone shifted, came loose, and we carefully
tugged it out of the space, then set it gently on the ground.

"Oh, wow," Laurasaid softly.

She was |ooking into the tomb at the decaying robes of apriest, only the edges of his vestment and the
bottom of hisfeet visblefrom thisangle.

"That's Fether Michad," Ben said. "He served the church in the late 1800s."

| closed my eyes and crossed mysdlf, saying aquick thank you to Father Michael for helping us out here.
"You don't think helll mind?" Lauraasked. "I mean, buried with ademon...?'

| shrugged, and let the padrefield that question.

He stayed silent for amoment, then spoke softly. "When Father Corletti came from Rome and told me
what happened last summer—when he told me what you were doing, Kate—I dmost couldn't believeit.
Seminary didn't prepare me for that. Nothing 1'd seen or heard or read prepared me for it."

"I know," Lauraagreed shakily. "But it'sred. | couldn't believeit, but | also couldn't deny it."

"Andit'svile" Father Ben said. "And as soon as Father Corletti asked meto help—to trainto be an
alimentatore-—I knew that | had to say yes. Becausetheway | seeit, nothing | can do inthislifeis
more important than being a part of God's army againgt evil. | try to do that in my homilies, to prepare my
congregation to fight Satan'sinfluence. But to actualy stand here and see the tangible results of that
fight..."

"It'sokay,” | said, taking hishand. "We understand.”



"I know you do. But my point isthat these priests would have made the same decision. So to answer
your question: No, | don't think they would mind. | think they would welcome the chanceto help in any

way they can.”

"Right," said Laura, looking dubioudly at the crypt. "Too bad for them that means having some body a
demon hijacked shoved in their resting place.”

Father Ben cracked asmile. "Wdl, we can't al be out there kicking alittle demon butt. We do what we

"Father!" | said, feigning shock.
"Get onwithiit, you two," he said, gesturing at the open crypt. "It'sgoing to be atight fit."

Hewasright, but Lauraand | managed, gritting our teeth against the squishing sound as we shoved the
body insde the tight space. Father Ben may revere what | do, but there are times when the details of the
jobredly gross me out.

Once the demon was safely ensconced with Father Michael, we replaced the end stone, diding it back
into the space until it was amost impossibleto tell that it had ever been removed.

Wefollowed Father Ben back up the stairs. The cathedrd was till silent, and | wondered if the saintsin
the cathedra's mortar were watching out for us. Just in case, | said asilent thank-you. | needed dl the
help | could get.

We said our good-byes, then got back in Lauras car. She'd maneuvered us al the way down to the
Pecific Coast Highway before | realized she hadn't spoken one word.

"Y ou okay?"

One shoulder lifted in adubious gesture. "Just coming to grips, you know?"

| did know. And because | did, | reached for her free hand. "We did good,” | said.
"Gold stars on my permanent record?"

"A wholebox of them," | promised. "Although..."

She shifted in her seat long enough to eye me suspicioudy. "Although?!

"Demerits can befun, too," | said as she turned into the beachfront parking lot. "Embarrassng our girls
should beworth five or six at least, don't you think?*

"Moreif we do the underwear surfing." She was grinning now. For that matter, sowasl.

AsLauramaneuvered the rowslooking for an empty space, | pulled the collar of my T-shirt out and took
amournful look ingde. "I don't think | can gothere,” | said. "My brasjust too boring."

"Mingsnot," Laurasaid, her tone mischievous. "Damn, thislot isfull."
"Try thehotel," | said. "Vdet park if you haveto.”

The Coronado Crest Hotel isaone of those charming mission-style hotel s that sprang up back in the
Hollywood heyday, when stars would escape Los Angeles for romantic trysts to the north. It had
oversized rooms with fireplaces and bal conies, excellent service, and aworld-class restaurant with both



indoor and outdoor dining. The patio looked out over the beach, and you could sit and drink wine and
listen to the sound of the surf.

Ericand | had stayed our first week in San Diablo at the Crest, our days spent searching for ahouse and
our nights spent listening to the ocean. | loved that hotel, but | hadn't walked through its doors since Eric
died.

Laurafound a spacein the sdf-parking area, and pulled in. We wove our way through the mishmash of
carsuntil we hit the boardwalk that runs from the hotel to the north, staying parallel with the Coast
Highway and the high-priced artsy areathat makes up the old-town heart of San Diablo. To the west of
the boardwalk is nothing but sand and ocean, and that's where wed find our daughters.

We gtarted out on the boardwalk, the beach to our left, and the hotel to our right. "Y ou realize that |
haven't forgotten your comment,” | said.

"Comment?' she asked, her voice alittle too innocent.

| reached afinger ingde the collar of my shirt and tugged out a hint of bra strgp. ™Y our comment,” |
repeated. "Tell."

She grinned devioudly, looked around asif to confirm we had no audience, then unbuttoned the top two
buttons on her blouse. She pulled it open quick and flashed me, showing off asatin and lace red push-up
bra

"Whoo-woo," | said. "'l guessyou redly did come prepared for underwear surfing.”
"No one's seeing me in these things except Paul.”
| cocked my head, findly getting with the program. Y ou're pulling out the big guns?'

She gazed at her 34B chest. "'I'm not sure how big they are, but I'm not too proud to use them,” she said.
"| spent Thursday afternoon at the mall buying out Victorias Secret.”

| took advantage of abench to st down. "What did Paul say?'

Her eyes darkened. "He hasn't been home since Thursday morning.” She made quote marksin the air
with her fingers. "Working."

"He might really be working,” | said, mostly because | wanted it to be true. "Y ou don't know that hes—"

"It'sokay. Y ou don't have to make mefed better. | mean, it makes some sense. We've been married for
amog twenty years. And even if hesnot—" She cleared her throat. "Even if he'stotdly faithful, that
doesn't mean our marriage can't use alittle oomph, right? 1 mean, everyone gets complacent over time,
don't they?'

"Of course" | said, giving her the answer | knew she wanted. But | wondered if it wastrue. Were Stuart
and | getting complacent? Was that why it was so easy for him to spend all those late nights away
working on his campaign? Because I'd just become part of the scenery? Hiswife, hishouse, hiskids, his
car.

The thought both worried and angered me. Even after ten years, Eric had never once gotten complacent.
The comparison was unfair, and | knew it. They were different men, and | loved them both. But Eric had
onething that Stuart never had. Eric understood with microscopic precison just how fragilelifeis. How
every day isagift. He never took me for granted because he couldn't. People had been ripped away



from us our whole lives. And asfar as Eric and | had been concerned, just surviving until dawnwasa
miracle to be cherished.

| frowned, my thoughts turning back to Eric's mugging. Wasthat why | hadn't been more suspicious?
Had | been complacent? Had | spent our entire marriage knowing the Sword of Damocles was hanging
over us? And when it findly fdl, although it was atragedy, it wasn't redly a surprise?

| shook my head, not liking the direction of my thoughts. It had looked like amugging. I'd believed it had
been amugging. Thered been nothing in our lives back then—nothing—to suggest that Eric had been
intentionally murdered. Maybe | had failed him by not investigating, but held failed me, too, by not telling
me what was going on.

And, honestly, that hurt as much as Stuart'slong hours away from home.

"Earth to Kate."

"Sorry," | said.

"I'velost you, havent I?'Y ouveleft my love lifefor the equaly fascinating topic of demons.”

"| should be thinking about that,” | said. "Especidly since we're dtill clueless about that damn book. But
no. I'm thinking about something else." And then, because Lauraneeded adistraction asmuch as|
needed afriend, | told her about the note. And the implications.

"And you ill don't know who |eft the package on your door?”

"Not aclue" | said. That had been bugging mealot, actually. Eric was dead. The safe-deposit box had
been in both our names. No one in San Diablo had known our secret. So who could he possibly have
entrusted the key to? And why wait dl thistimeto giveit to me?

"Something weird's going on," Laurasaid, which pretty much summed up the obvious. "Y ou need to be
careful, Kate. Thiswhole thing feds off. And don't you think it's more than alittle freaky that it shows up
at thesametime asdl this stuff starts up about the book?!

"I know," | said. "But | haveto at least look into it. If hewas murdered. .. If hismurderer is till out
there..."

"It'sbeen five years. Any leads are probably cold by now."

"I havetotry," | sad.

"I know. Just don't let it distract you.”

| dragged my toe through the sand in front of the bench. "What do you mean?”

"Just what | said. Don't let it distract you. Don't go running around searching for clues about Eric and
forget about that book. Eric's dead, Kate, and nothing's going to bring him back. But our kids are dive,
and that book was hidden at their schoal. If there's something going on—"

"I know," | said. "I'm going to figureit out. And | promise you, nothing's going to happen to our kids." A
fool's promise, maybe, but it was one | absolutely intended to keep.

She sniffed, then blinked, then nodded. " Sorry. | know you wouldn't ever—I mean, | know you're
watching dl our backs. | didn't mean to suggest that you—"



"It'sokay. And if you ever think | need aredlity check, you just fed free to smack me around, okay?"
"No problem.”

We dtarted trudging down the boardwalk again, passing beside the patio of the restaurant. Couples were
up there, poised to watch the sunset. | looked out toward the sea and the sun that was starting to dip low
inthe sky, then | shifted back to look at the hotel, remembering the nightsthat I'd sat there, too, holding
hands with Eric and waiting for that green flash when the sun hit the horizon.

"Have you ever—" | began, wondering if Laura had done the same with Paul. Her expression stopped
me, though. She was staring at the patio, her mouth wide open, and her hand up, just alittle, asif she
wanted to point to something but couldn't quite manage.

"Laura?' Alarmed, | took her arm and gave her alittle shake. "Laura, what isit?!

"Paul," shewhispered. And then her hand did manage to point. A couple, off to one side and near the
back, mostly hidden in the shadows. My heart stuttered in my chest, and even as | told mysdlf that she
had to be wrong, | knew that she wasn't. Paul was there, with awoman. And thiswasn't abusiness
dinner.

"It might not be him,” | said, lamdly. "It'sredly hard to see from here."
"It'shim." Her voice wasflat, resgned.

"Maybeit'sinnocent.”

Shelooked at me. Just |ooked.

"Or maybeit's not. What do you want to do? | could dam an ice pick through hiseye. Or we could try a
camer gpproach and just go talk to him."

"Tempting," shesaid. "Theice pick, | mean. Not thetaking."

She drew in abreath, then another. Then she closed her eyes and as she did that | counted to ten. Sure
enough, right when I'd finished counting, she opened her eyes, squared her shoulders, and pointed
toward the beach. "I'm not going to waste any of this evening on Paul Dupont,” she said. "I'm going to go
see my daughter. I'll ask him about it when he gets home. Maybe he does have an explanation for having
dinner with awoman a San Diablo's most romantic hotel when he told me hewas out of town. | mean, |
have to give him the benefit of the doubt, right?"

| doubted, dl right. But in true best friend fashion, | just nodded. "Right. Absolutely right.”
"Okay then." She started walking again. "We better hurry. | don't want to miss out on the hot dogs.”

Wewalked the rest of theway in silence, Laurataking tense, careful steps, and me keegping an eye on
her. She was doing okay, though, and by the time we reached the north end of the beach and the
boardwalk fizzled out into sand over by where the cliffs started, we could hear music and see the smoke
risng from acampfire just past the tide pools. Kids were scattered about in the inlet marked by the cliffs,
some dancing, some running in the surf, some riding the waves.

"Smellsgood,” Laurasaid, her voice high pitched and overly chipper. "I'm starved.”
"Me, too."

A few more minutes of walking in sllence, then, "So what do you think they want it for?"



| didn't even pretend to misunderstand. We were talking about the book now, both out of necessity, and
to get our minds off Paul. "l wish | knew," | said. "Maybe the loca demonswant to Sart scrapbooking.”

" '"Thewhedsareinmotion,'" Laurawhispered, pulling her sweater tighter around her shoulders.
"So I'vebeentold,” | said. "Wejust haveto figure out how to derail the damn thing.”

"You know | love you, so don't take this the wrong way, but sometimes| really missthe days when our
most serious decisions turned on whether we should join World Gym or Curves, and the darkest secret |
knew wasthat Jennifer Tate was taking her daughter'sRitain.”

| shot asdewaysglanceat Laura. "Shewas?'

Her cheeksimmediately bloomed pink. ™Y ou didn't know?'

"No, | didn't know. Why didn't you tell me?"

Shelifted ashoulder. "It was a secret. I'm good at keeping secrets. Y ou know that.”
Thet | did. But ill. "Her kid's Ritalin?"

"Shhh!" Laurahissed, turning in acircle and scanning the areafor prying ears. "Just drop it and tell me
what | need to do about your secret.”

We didn't have any more timeto discussit, though, because we'd climbed over the battered rock
marking the tide pools, and David Long was waving at us from just afew yards awvay. He reached into
anice chest, grabbed two bottles that looked suspicioudy like wine coolers, and started heading our

way.

He didn't have his cane, but he moved gracefully, abet with adight limp. By thetime we met him
somewherein the middle, | was seething. This was a school-sponsored event! The faculty adviser was
supposed to set agood example, not press alcohol onto every adult who wandered in. Was he letting the
seniors have beer? The freshmen?

| was just about to give him apiece of my mind, when he pressed a bottle into my hand. "Here you go,
Mrs. Connor." | read the labdl and immediately deflated. Sparkling water.

| twisted the cap off the water and took along swalow, feding alittlelikeanidiot. "Thanks," | said. "And
cdl meKate"

Allie brought Troy over about ten minuteslater, and after much blushing and shuffling of feet, | got to say
afew wordsto the boy. When she smiled and gave me aquick hug, | figured I'd passed. Dress,
conversation, attitude. All appropriately appropriate for amom attending a school function.

And, | haveto admit, Troy acted appropriately, too. He introduced me to the other members of the surf
team who'd come to the cookout, explaining that only about half had been able to makeit sncethe
pre-practice cookout was alast-minute thing. "1'm glad you could come, Mrs. Connor,” he said, then
beamed at my daughter, who blushed down to her toes.

Although | watched like ahawk, | didn't catch oneill-mannered move toward Allie. He brought her
sodas and food, made her laugh, and went out of hisway to clear a place on one of the oversized beach
blanketsfor her to git. All indl, | had to approve.



| wasn't going to lift my no-dating rule, but maybe—just maybe—we could invite thiskid over to watch
amovie. With thelightson. And me and Stuart (and Eddie and Timmy) in the room, too.

By the time the sun was hovering just above the horizon, Lauraand | were Sitting with afew other
parents, al of whom were aso watching their kids. | watched as David circulated among the kids, pulling
the surfers aside, and sending them off to gather at the water's edge.

When he got to Allieand Troy, | saw Troy squeeze Allies hand before leaving. Then David said afew
wordsto Allie, and a broad smile split her face. | had no ideawhat he'd said, but | had to admit that he
was good with her. From what 1'd seen, he was good with al the kids.

Infact, | couldn't think of one thing that was wrong with David Long. So why did thet little warning light
go off in my head every time| was around him?

| leaned toward Laura. "Him," | said, nodding toward David.
"Arewe playing Twenty Questions?' she asked. "What about him?'
"Y ou can start your research with David Long."

She shifted on the blanket so she was facing me, then glanced around to make sure no one else was
lislening. No one was. The other parents were gathering up their things, anticipating moving closer to the
water to watch the surf team do their thing.

"You redly think he'sup to something?' Laurasaid. "He seems so nice.”

"That'swhat | don't like" | said. I'd met David the same day dl of this had Sarted. Hewas either a
demon, amysterious key-leaver, or in the wrong place at the wrong time. | wanted to know which one.

"Honestly, Kate, you didn't used to be this paranoid.”
| just stared at her.
"Right. Okay. Paranoiaisgood. | can seethat. So what do you want to know about him?”

"Whatever you can dig up. How long has he been teaching? How long at Coronado. Where's he from?
Ishe married? Y ou know. The usud."

"I'll ssewhat | can do," she said. She hauled hersdf up to her feet. "Meanwhile, I'm going to go watch the
guyssurf.”

We moved closer, and from our new vantage point, | could see the surfers standing with their boards, all
lined up for apicture. The guy in the middie—tal and blond and definitely not high-school age—seemed
familiar to me, but | couldn't place him.

"That's Cool," Laurasaid, when | asked if she knew. "Y ou know, the surfer.”

"Asamatter of fact, | didn't know. And I'm amazed that you do. Do you know al the local basketball
players, too?"

She made aface. "He's been in the news, Kate. If you wrangled the remote away from Stuart and Eddie,
maybe you'd see something more than political coverage or old Match Game reruns.”

"My repertoire's broader than that,” | said. "I'm thoroughly versed in each and every episode of The
Backyardigans. And | dways know who the Sesame Street cdlebrity guest's going to be."



"Yeah?Well, Coal isthe celebrity guest here. It says so on the sign by the hot-dog stand.”

| cocked my head, looking at him more closely. If he was that much of alocal celébrity, | probably had
seen him onthe news or inaloca commercid. | certainly couldn't imagine whereelse I'd have seen a
gx-foot-something, tanned and oiled surfer dude. | mean, | haven't watched an episode of Baywatch in
years.

Lauralifted her bottle of sparkling water. "1'm switching to the hard stuff," she said. "Diet Coke. Want
one?'

| shook my heed, redlizing that 1'd dready finished off four bottles of water and was beginning to fed it. |
hauled mysdlf to my feet. "Beright back,” | said. | looked around, orienting myself, then pointed back
toward the hotdl. "The only bathroom'sthat way, right?"

Lauranodded. "We passed onejust after we got off the boardwalk. It's pushed up against the base of
the dliffsand therés alittle concrete path leading up to it. Y ou can't missit.”

| set off that direction, till thinking about Cooal. Y es, there were demons afoot. And yes, something was

definitely brewing. But that didn't mean | had to be suspicious about the surfer smply because he looked
familiar. The low-budget commercidstheloca merchants aired on televison were usually pretty bad, but
they hardly crossed the line to demonic.

The public restroom was deserted and remarkably clean. | attributed that to the fact that it was
December. Although you can go to the beach year-round in San Diablo, only the hardiest of souls
actualy brave the water during the winter months, and the tourists are conspicuoudy absent. The Pecific's
cold enough during the summer; drop the ambient temperature afew degrees and you have asituation
more suitable for polar bears than people.

Not that the water temperature was dowing down the surfers. As| came out of the restroom, | could
hear the laughter and applause from the students as they cheered the surfers on. From this vantage point,
my view of the kids on the beach was blocked by an outcropping of rock. But | had aclear view of the
ocean, and | could make out six surfers, bouncing on the waves, waving at the crowd, and generaly
having agood time.

As| hurried down the path, | passed a sanitation worker coming up, one of those broom/dustpan
combinationsin hishand. Hisfamiliar green coverals caught my eye. For that matter, they probably
saved my life.

Becauseif | hadn't been eyeing him, | might not have seen the way he dowed. Theway hishand
tightened on the broom handle as he dropped the dustpan aside.

And | definitely would have missed the way he lashed out with the stick in a deadly maneuver aimed
draight for my throat.

Chapter Ten

| thrust my right arm up in alightning-fast move designed to protect. At the sametime, my left am
whipped across my body in adefensve mation. | snatched the handle, my fingers closing tight.

My attacker howled in frustration, his volume only increasing when | yanked the broom out of hisgrasp. |



jammed it down hard on the concrete, using the heel of my foot to snap off thewhisk part.

All that took less than a second, and | spun the staff, then jammed it out, catching him in the gut with the
end of the stick. His breath escaped with a whoof, and he tumbled backwards, clutching at hismiddle.

| recognized him right away—the green overdls, the fleshy face. And, of course, the " Coronado High
School, Ernesto Ruiz" monogram on the pocket was adead giveaway (no pun intended).

I'd been attacked by the high school janitor.

Since | doubted he'd jump me smply because I'd messed up his supply room, | was pretty certain that
the janitor was ademon. "Why are you here?' | demanded, my voice low and deadly. "And who isyour
madter?'

Hetightened his hands around the staff, trying to release the pressure on his belly. "Fool," he rasped.
"Y ou cannot win. Give uswhat we seek and well let you live."

"Thebook?| burnedit."
"Youlid" he hissed.

"You canlook foritin Hell," | said, lifting the staff just long enough to dam it down once again, thistime
through hiseye.

| didn't makeit, though. I'd underestimated his strength, and as | released my hold, he reached out,
managing to grab the long-handled dustpan. He swung it up and out, the metal scoop part dicing across
my belly and ripping my shirt. | cried out againgt the sharp pain, withdrawing reflexively for the briefest of
indants.

But that was enough. He was up and on hisfeet, snarling as he dammed the dustpan down hard on the
pavement in amove that mirrored my own. The scoop part came off, leaving him with agtick the
gpproximate length and weight of mine.

He hdd tight, lunging toward me and waving the stick in choppy but letha motions. | hadn't fought with
gaffsin over twenty years, and as| lunged and parried, | made amenta note to suggest acurriculum
changeto Cutter. | definitely needed arefresher course.

Not that my lack of training mattered much. Forma skillsweren't really on the agenda at the moment.
Thiswas gireet righting. Down and dirty and no holds barred. Training would help and hone, but tonight it
was my mood that would get me through.

Because, frankly, | was pissed.

Attack mein my house? L eave inexplicable demonic books lying around? Make me late for the only date
my daughter will ever invitemeon?

Oh yeah. | was ready to kick some demon butt, and this demon would do just fine.

Wewent at it likewild things, lost in aflurry of lunges and thrusts. My moves were primarily defensve, as
| tried to Say dive whilelooking for an opening during which | could dam my staff through hiseye.

My purse had tumbled free earlier, and now | saw it on the ground. | started to lunge that way, then
remembered. I'd been interrupted switching purses. My holy water, knife, and other handy tidbits were
dill in my bag a home. Damn.



He rushed me, the end of his staff aimed for my face. It was aridiculous move, and easily blocked by an
upward thrust of my own staff. As| did that, though, | took a step backwards... and found myself
sprawled on the ground, my foot in atangle of metdl and chain.

Frisbee golf! I'd tripped over ahalf-buried Frisbee golf goal.

As| tugged my foot free, the demon legped on me, his kneestight around either sde of my waist ashe
held me down with ahand to my throat.

My hands were pinned under me, and | struggled to move, but could manage little more than a squirm.
Hisfoul breath washed over me, and | sent up asilent prayer. This couldn't be the end. Not now. Not
when | had two kidsto raise. Two kidsto protect from the demons out there in the world.

His hand tightened around my throat, and | struggled usdlesdy, the world starting to turn gray.

"Where?' he whispered again, hisvoice asrough as gravel. He got right in my face, and | dmost gagged
from the sench. "Whereisit?'

| opened my mouth and pretended to try to speak. His eyes narrowed, but he didn't loosen hisgrip. |
wiggled my hand some more, twisting my body as| did in amock struggle that | hoped camouflaged
what | wasredlly doing: digging deeper into the sand, trying to free just that onelimb.

"Where?" he demanded again.

| forced out asound. Just agurgleredlly, then coughed. | tried again. Another sound. And thistime,
thank God, it actually worked. The demon loosened his grip on my neck. Not much, but enough. "The
book," | crosked. "Jugt, go... go..."

llY@l
"Jugt goto Hell!"

His eyes went wide, as much from my words as from my now-free hand that I'd shot up and out,
catching him in the throat just about where held caught me. He reacted ingtinctively, pulling away and that
gave me the opening | needed.

| thrust up with my knee and the hedl of my hand, managing to knock him off me. Then | rocked back
and up in akip-up maneuver that got meto my feet.

Now | had the advantage, and intended to useit. "Are you trying to free the Tartarus demons? Why do
you need the book? For ingtructions? A ritual? What?' | snapped out the questions as| circled him,
waiting for the right moment to attack.

"Y ou'll learn soon enough, Hunter," he said. He lunged for me, and | moved to defend. But instead of
attacking, he reached down, scooped up a handful of sand, and before he was even fully upright again,
he tossed it right into my face.

| howled in pain as the sand dug into my eyes. Only asplit second passed before | remembered to react,
but it was dready too late. | braced for his attack, and then... nothing. | squinted through the pain, my
eyes sreaming tears. He was gone. Instead of attacking, he'd run, and | could see him sprinting down the
beach away from me. And, more important, away from the students.

| considered going after him, but ruled it out. 1'd need to find and eradicate him, no question about that.
But I'd rather not do it now if | didn't have to. For onething, | didn't have any decent weapons. For



another, I'd have to hide the body.

| could drag him into the surf or dig aholein the sand, but both of those things would take time, and
weren't very effective anyway. And if any of the sudents waked up while | wasin the process of burying
their janitor, what would | say? That he wasn't keeping the cafeteria sanitary? Somehow, | didn't think
that would fly.

No, | knew about the janitor now. Best to let him go and follow up on that kill later.

| thought back to the time I'd seen him at school, standing in the background as the police had hauled
Sinclair'sbody away. Had he been ademon then? | didn't think so. For one, it would have made alot
more sense to have ajanitor-demon search for (or hide?) the book. Why send Sinclair when he might be
detected by yourstruly?

Also, he hadn't seemed particularly demonic when I'd seen him. Of course, gppearances can be
deceiving, but hed been mumbling to himsdlf, grumping about the damn kids. Not the usud litany for a
demon, but probably acommon complaint for ahigh school janitor.

The demon was till on my mind when | returned to the party. Laura gave me acurious |ook, her eyes
going wide when she saw therip in my shirt.

"What—7?"
But | waved her questions away, zipping my jacket to hide the damage to my shirt.
I'dtell Laura, of course. But later.

I'd had my fill of dramafor the night. And athough I'd keep an eye out for demons and other nasties, |
figured | was entitled to spend the rest of the evening off the clock, pretending | was anorma mom with
anormd lifeinanormd town.

That illuson lasted for exactly two hours and thirty-six minutes. After that, Allie, Laura, Mindy, and |
returned home to find my door wide open, and three police cars parked in front, their blue, white, and
red lightsilluminating the neighborhood like some perverted carniva.

Timmy!

Fear pounded through me as | shoved the car door open and scrambled out before Lauraeven had time
to dow down. | sprinted toward the door, screaming for my little boy, a thousand hellish images dancing
inmy heed.

A uniformed officer stood in the doorway, his hand outstretched asif to stop me. | smacked hisarm
away and barreled through the door, practically tripping over Sylvia

"He'sfing" she said, putting both hands on my shoulders and looking hard into my eyes. "We'redl fine.
No one's hurt. The place was robbed. It's atotal mess, but no one's hurt.”

"Whereishe?' | demanded, not willing to believe anything until | saw my baby.

But Sylviadidn't even have to answer, because my little pgjama-footed boy came racing into the entrance
hdll, apair of handcuffs dangling in his hand. "Momma, Momma! I'm adefectivel”

| scooped him up and hugged him close, my eyes shut tight against the horror. Allie and the Duponts
pounded into the house aswell, and | felt Allies arms go around us both, her quiet sobs just about enough



to break my heart.

"It'sokay,” | said. "He'sfine. It'sokay.” | kept repeating that, figuring that if | kept it up, maybe I'd Sart
to bdieveit.

After holding my kidsfor an eternity, | passed Timmy off to Allie. Heredlly did seem fine. She dill
looked about as shook up as | felt. And no wonder. She and her brother had been in one hell of a scrape
(literdly) at thetail end of the summer.

Timmy's nightmares had faded, but | knew the memories ftill preyed on Allie. | dso knew that there
wasn't anything | could do except et her know that | love her. Weve dl got demonsto face. And we
each haveto doit in our ownway.

In my case, of course, alot of those demons are real. And back in September, 1'd spent days weighing
my decision to go back on active duty. In the end, I'd decided that San Diablo needed a Hunter. Needed
someone trained to stand up againgt evil. Someone to fight on the side of good.

Now, though, | couldn't help but wonder: Had | done theright thing? And if I'd made amistake, wasit
too latetofix it?

| didn't know, and it wasn't aquestion | could answer right then, not with my daughter looking with
horror around our ransacked home, and my little boy running around waving the handcuffs and chasing
after the young blond officer who'd willingly cast himsdlf in therole of "bad guy.”

"What happened?' Lauraasked. Sheld moved beside me, and now she took my hand, squeezing my
fingersin aslent show of support.

A shadow crossed Sylviasface, as she told us about how she'd heard acommotion and stepped outside
her house, then saw the lights and police cars a our end of the block. She'd been concerned, but not
overly so. But then shetried to call our house and got no answer.

She thought that perhaps something had happened to Eddie—that maybe an ambulance had
arrived—and shefelt like she had to go see. So she and Timmy had walked down the street and learned
that the house had been ransacked.

Eddie had gone out for awalk, and in thetime it took him to make the four block circle, someone had
gonein and trashed the place.

Eddie had called the cops the second held arrived back home, but, of course, there was nothing they
could do.

"Wheres Eddie?' | asked. "He must fed terrible”

"He'sin the kitchen,” Sylviasaid. "Hewas, | don't know, alittle freaked out. Kept going on about
demons. But he's okay," she added, hurriedly. "The cops said that they see weird reactions to robberies
al thetime. Soit'snot like he's, you know, psychotic or anything.”

"Good to know," | said. | shot Lauraa pleading look.

"Il go check on him," she said, then hurried toward the kitchen before | could even say thanks.

"I need to call Stuart,” | said, to nobody in particular.

"l cdled him," Sylviasaid. "l left him avoice mail. And the police called, too." She shook her head. "He's



probably redly busy with the campaign, huh?*

| counted to ten. Now really wasn't the time to tell my neighbor how | was feding about that damn
campagn.

| drew abreath. "So what happened next?'

"They'vejust been looking the place over. The weird thing isthat the burglars didn't take your electronic
equipment or anything. | think they wonder if maybe the whole thing was politica. Someone who doesn't
want Stuart running for office.”

| consdered theideaand told Sylviathat it had some merit. That wasalie, of course. Because | knew
what the burglars had been looking for.

But the book wasn't there. 1'd taken it to the cathedral for safekeeping.
That plan, at least, had worked.

Thelarger plan—the one where | keep my family safe and warm and well away from my demon-hunting
life? That plan, I'm afraid, wasn't working out nearly aswell.

"Y ou gonnatell me why you keep me around? Not exactly earning my keep.” Eddie clasped amug of
hot tea with both hands, and he looked at me over the top of his glasses, his eyebrowstwitching like

bushy gray caterpillars.
| put my hand over his. "Because we love you."

The copsand Sylvia had findly left, and I'd sent Mindy and Laurahome, too. Laura had wanted usto
come Stay at her house, but that felt too much like giving in. Plus, | didn't expect any more dramatonight.
The search had been thorough, and they hadn't found the book. The bad guys wouldn't return. Not
tonight, anyway. Especidly not with the cops making frequent passesin front of our house.

Eddie closed his eyes and his shoulders started to shake. "I'm getting old. I'm aready damn near useless.
And then | go and forget to set that damned darm.”

"A mistake, Eddie. It could have happened to anyone.”

"It shouldn't have happened to me." He drew his hand back, taking the teacup with him, and took along
swdlow. "Dammit," he said again, "it shouldn't have happened to me."

And then he hauled back and let go, sending the teacup flying until it shattered on thefar wall of the
kitchen. Teasplattered againgt the white paint, then dripped in lazy streams down thewall as Kabit
yowled and raced like a shot for the living room.

"Wadl," | said after amoment. "At least you didn't do that after I'd cleaned up.”

The dightest hint of agrin touched his mouth. "The way you keep house, you redlly think anyone's going
to know the difference?’

"Watchit, old man,” | said, but | think he could tell | was glad to have the old Eddie back.

Footsteps clattered on the floor, and Allie skidded around the corner, Timmy tight in her arms. "What
wasthat?' she asked, breathlesdly.



"Big noisa" Timmy shrieked. "Big, big noisa"
"Eddie dropped hismug," | said.

Allielooked at me, looked at Eddie, then looked at the wall. "Right," she said. "Can | break something,
too?'

"What the hdl." | did my own mug—now empty—toward her. "Have at it."

Shedid, sending it flying with aspeed that probably would have gotten her picked for the girl's softball
team. The mug shattered, and she high-fived Eddie. She met my eyes, hersshining. "1 think | fed better.”

"Good," | said.
"Me, too, Momma Me, too!"

Eddie chuckled, and | did some quick mental gymnastics, wondering if | let Timmy smash one mug, if dl
of our dishes were going to end up in shatters.

Intheend, | decided | didn't much care. "Y ou, too, sport,” | said. | got up and found two ugly-as-sin
mugsinthe cabinet. "I'll even joinyou."

| handed him amug, then counted to three, and we both let it rip. Mine smashed to bits on thetile just
ghy of thewall, the sharp smash-crack! of the shaitering ceramic surprisingly cathartic.

Timmy's mug traveled about six inches, then landed at hisfeet, the handle breaking off and afissure
snaking down from rim to base. Not nearly as satisfying as my million-piece smash, but even so, hewas
now jumping up and down ydling, "Agan! Again!"

"| think onceisenough,” | said. And then, before he could think about that and decide to wail, | added,
"Why don't you and Allie pick up the fuzziesin the living room.”

"Right," Allie said, not even blinking that I'd just enlisted her to clean up upholstery innards. "Well do
that, and then I'll give him hisbath." She cocked her head. "Wheré's he degping tonight?"

"Wereadl despinginmy room,” | said. "WEell pile some blankets on the matiress. Won't even notice the
rps.”

"All of us?' Allie repested, one eyebrow cocked.
"Not me," Eddie said. He hooked athumb my direction. "That one snores."

"Thank you very much,” | said, as Allielaughed. "And you have my permission to deep wherever you
want."

"My room'll do mejugt fine, thank you."

"Get Eddie some blanketsto put over the ripsin the mattress,” | said to Allie. "Then work on the living
room."

"Il get my own damn blankets," hesaid. " That much | think | can handle.”
"Eddie..." | reached for his hand, but he was already up and waving me off.

"I'm fine. And I'm going to bed.”



| watched him go, my heart aching alittle, but | had no ideahow to make him fed better.

Allie pulled out achair and sat at the table, Timmy balanced on her 1ap. " So your bed's gonna be kinda
crowded, huh?'

"Cozy," | sad.

"Stuart's the one who snores," she said.
"That'strue," | agreed.

"And we haven't seen much of him tonight.”

"No," | agreed. "We havent." | glanced again a the phone that till hadn't rung, despite me having left
two messages for Stuart dready. I'd say | wasirritated, but that would qualify asthe world's biggest
understatemen.

"S0, um, is he sharing the bed, too?"

| met my daughter's eyes. My very perceptive, growing-up-too-quickly daughter. "No," | said. "He's

With perfect timing, the sharp creak of the garage door echoed through the kitchen.
"Spesk of the devil," Alliesad.
"Not the devil," | corrected. "But he will have hell to pay.”

| stood up. "Why don't you forget about the fuzzies and take Timmy upstairs now? Get into bed.
Weatch a Timmy-approved movieif you want. I'll beup in alittle bit."

"Okay," shesad, gathering up her brother. "Stuart'sin for it, isn't he?"

"Ohyeah," | said. "It'sgoing to be ugly."

When Stuart finaly walked into the kitchen, | was stlanding there waiting for him, my arms crossed over
my chest, and my fury rising like mercury. He looked a me, then held out asingle red carnation.

"All thefloristswere closed,” he said. "They had abucket at Seven-Eleven.”
"Y ou brought me aflower," | said, my voice sharp enough to dice bread.
"If I got you chocolate, you'd just complain about your waist.”

The man doesknow me.

"And isnt it the thought that counts?”

| leaned againgt the counter and shook my head. "Not today."

His brow furrowed as he looked from meto the rest of the room. The kitchen was still a. mess, but not
that much worse than my usua post-dinner-disaster area. When he reached the table, though, he had a
clear view of the smashed cups and most of the living room. That was amess that couldn't be hidden.
Nor could it be blamed on my housekeeping skills, however inadequate they might be.



"Holy crap,” he said. "What happened?’
"If you'd check your cdll phone once every few hours” | said icily, "maybe you'd have aclue.”

"The batteriesdied,” he said. "And | can't find the damn car charger. Thelast time took Timmy to
the—"

| held up ahand. "Oh, no. Y ou are not blaming your lack of communication on your son. So don't even
go there”

"Kae..."
"Wewere robbed, Stuart! And you're telling me some bullshit story about your phone charger!™
All the color had drained from hisface. "Where are the kids?'

| clenched my fists, wanting to hold on to my anger. And, yes, wanting to punish him. Petty, small, and
mesan, but, dammit, that'sthe way | felt. And as soon as| redlized it, the bubble burst. My breath hitched
and—despite dl my training, al my anger, and al that stupid self-control 1'd drawn so deeply on over the
last few months—I started to cry.

"Jesus, Kate," Stuart said, grabbing my shoulders. "The kids? Where are the kids?'

"They'refine" | managed between snuffles. | buried my facein his chest and et him hold metight, raw
emotion flooding my body asthe adrenaine drained out of me. "They're upgtairs. They'refine."

"I'm sorry," he murmured. "1 wastrying to get ahandle on that subdivision mess|'ve been dedling with at
the office. | knew you were at the beach with Allie, so | wasn't worried about getting home early, and it
didn't even occur to meto cdl from the office. And then when | wasinthecar, | redized | couldn't call at
al." Hesroked my hair. "If only I'd known."

"It'sokay," | said. "It'sokay." It wasn't, though, not really. Both of our jobs were seeping over into our
homelife, into our marriage. And, honestly, | wasn't sure our marriage could takeit.

"Kate?' Hetilted my chin up and brushed akiss acrossmy lips. "What isit?'

"Nothing," | said, automatically. Then, "No, wait. That's not true. | fed like you've got amistress or
something. Only I'm the one who hasto snegk in time with you."

He stroked my hair. "It'shard now," he said. "1 know that, and | love you for putting up with it."

"I know," | murmured. "And | love you, too." | took a deep breath, and then another. Then | pulled
myself up on my tiptoes and brushed a kiss across his cheek asthe cat emerged from hiding to rub figure
eightsaround my legs. "But tonight, my darling, you get to deep on the couch.”

| traipsed upstairsto join the kids, wondering vaguely if | was being hypocritical. | mean, at least | knew
what Stuart was up to on those long nights away from home. Stuart, however, had no ideawhat | was up
to.

And thetruthwas, | never intended to tdl him.

Chapter Eleven



| am not unfamiliar with the concept of guilt. Last summer, for example, | erroneoudy thought that Stuart
had thrown in with a particularly nasty demon bent on taking over San Diablo and, eventudly, the world.
An honest mistake that any wife could have made, but | still feel guilty about it. And Stuart had been
regping the benefits for months—not that he ever knew the reason for my sudden shift into Uber-wife
mode.

The point of which isto say that | recognize guilt-motivated behavior when | seeit. I'd seen it just
yesterday, as amatter of fact, and now it was d§avu dl over again, thistime with chocolate chip
pancakes, orange juice and coffee delivered on atray to the master bedroom's sitting area.

"Riseand shine, family," Stuart said, opening the curtains.
"Wow," | sad, blinking against the sun. "' Pancakes, huh?'

"Practice makes perfect. Besides, the skillet was still on the counter.” He tugged on the blanket. Allie
groaned and yanked it back over her head. "Come on, you guys. We have just enough time before mass
to eat and get dressed.”

| propped myself up on an elbow, watching him. | go to mass at least weekly, and | take the kids every
Sunday. But Stuart's another matter. He goes, but reluctantly. And | think the number of timesthat
Stuart's actudly initiated a church outing adds up to exactly zero.

Ohyeah. | was definitely witnessng guilt on overdrive.
I, however, am not picky, and so | rolled out of bed, rousted the kids and started getting ready.

My pleasure at Stuart's sudden shift to both the spiritua and the familiar took a southerly turn aswe were
finishing bregkfadt.

"| thought we could swing by acouple of furniture stores on theway home," | said. "The mattresses are
trash. And now's as good atime as any to get anew sofa” We'd been holding off until Timmy passed the
age of leaky digpers and spilled sippy cups. But our sofa had a decidedly sour smell that even the Pottery
Barn dipcover 1'd splurged on couldn't hide.

Stuart, however, didn't look nearly as enthusiagtic.

"What?' | demanded, as | wiped maple syrup off Timmy's hands (and hisface, and hislegs, and the tops
of hisears).

"Nothing," Stuart said. But he was now clearing the dishesand | smelled additiond guilt.
"Uh-huh," | sad.

"l just thought we could take two cars.”

"Two," | repeated. "And we'd want to do that why?"

"Kate..."

| lifted my handsin surrender. "Fine. Y ou have to work. | get it."

He came up behind me and did hisarms around my wai<t. "The museum benefit'stonight. | just need to
make afew cdls about that, and catch up on some other things, I'll be home by seven. | promise.”

"So we can turn around and go to the benefit." | fought the urge not to cringe. | till needed to buy a



dressfor that thing.

"Sweetheart—"

"l know, | know. That'sfine."

Helooked at me dubioudy. "Y ou're sure?"

"Absolutdy.” | wasn't thrilled, but | had work of my own to do. "Just don't be surprised if you come
home to find I've bought anew couch.”

"Would probably serve meright.”
"Probably would," | agreed.

Twenty minutes later, we were dressed and climbing into the cars. Allieand | went in the Odyssey and
Stuart and Timmy in the Infinity. I'd have both kids after mass, but for at least a portion of the morning, |
could listen to the news rather than Radio Disney.

I'd hoped to catch up with Father Ben after mass, but to my surprise, he wasn't there. The bishop
presided over the service, which he often did on Sundays, but usually Father Ben participated in the
mass. Today, though, Father Ben was no where to be seen.

Mass ended about noon, and after we all filed out and said afew words to the bishop, Stuart kissed me
and the kids good-bye, then left with a promise to be home by seven. Today, of course, | didn't care if
he was late. I'd much rather stay homein my jeans and eat peanut butter sandwichesthan mingle at a
benefit, especialy when I'd be as much on display as my husband.

Thistime, however, | was certain my husband would be ontime.

Once Stuart was gone, | left Timmy on the playground with Alliewhile | went and found Delores. " Father
Ben?' she asked, in answer to my question. "He went down to Los Angdleslast night. Said he wanted to
do someresearch in the archives.”

"Did he say what he was working on?"
"Not aword."
"Right. Thanks."

| stifled the urgeto call Father Ben's cdll phone, and instead went to find my kids. He'd let me know
when he had something concrete, and in the meantime, | had my handsfull getting my house back in
order.

Not too surprisingly, Allie didn't object to my plan to spend afew hours a the mall. And once offered
to throw in anew ouitfit from the Gap, she even agreed to take charge of her brother and do some of our
holiday shopping while| did some shopping of my own.

| hit Pottery Barn firgt, but couldn't justify spending that much on asofa, no matter how comfortable it
might be. Especialy since | knew 1'd have to spend the next two years hiding it under dipcoversif |
wanted it to stay even remotely clean. | tried to find a store priced for the middle-income-with-toddler
s, but soon learned that dl the mgor furniture stores were located outside the mal in their own
freestanding buildings.

Nice for them, bad for me. Because now | wastrapped in amall with ateenager who'd just begun to



shop. And even though I'd only agreed to buy one ouitfit, | knew my daughter well enough to know that
choosing said outfit could take upward of four hours.

That'swhen | remembered that | needed an ouitfit, too. I'm not sure how I'd forgotten, actualy. Wishful
thinking, | suppose. If | had nothing decent, maybe Stuart wouldn't take me,

| scowled, annoyed by my train of thought. This election wasimportant to Stuart. Which meant it was
important to me, too. And yes, | wasirritated (which isthe politicaly correct way of saying that | was
completely pissed off) by his more and more frequent absences from hearth and home. But that was
between him and me. The eection was between us and the voters. Because, whether | liked it or not, |
was apolitica wife now. And | wasn't about to let my spite ruin his chances of getting elected.

In other words, my mission wasto buy adress. A this-candidate-has-a-great-wife-let's-vote-for-him
kind of dress. With matching shoes. And, just because | wouldn't mind having my husband home on time
for achange, | figured I'd take a page from Laura's book and swing by Victorias Secret aswell.

The perfect dress camein every size but mine, but the amost-perfect dressfit beautifully. A twist onthe
little black dress, this number sported atight waist accentuated by ared belt, afitted bodice, and askirt
that swished when | walked and flared when | turned. I'm by no means a clotheshorse, but put a couple
of thesein my closet, and | might be willing to convert.

Of course | bought the thing. | even bought a pair of matching black pumps. | considered buying anew
wrap, but decided I'd done enough damage to our credit card. And, yes, | wasinjuring our credit card.
My origina plan to spend my Forza money on adress dissolved in a puff of smoke about the time that
Stuart announced he was ano-go for Allies beach party. And when he wasn't there after the robbery?
Wéll, that's when the shoes were added to the tally. Highly unreasonable, but it felt redlly, redly good.

So good, in fact, that afull two hours passed before | caught up with Allie and the munchkin.

Even buying for hersdf and Timmy, Allies splurge totaled significantly less than mine. We stopped at the
cookie stand, then parked ourselves on a bench as she gave me the rundown of her purchases (with the
notable exception of the Christmas goodies). Although she went through each item inintricate detall, it all
boiled down to clothes and toys. The toys being the far more interesting, where | was concerned.

"Y ou bought him an arsena?' | asked looking up from the shopping bag into which I'd been peering.

"I thought it would befun,” she said. "Water pistolsfor Timmy and Stuart. And the super-squirter things
for you and me."

| pulled out one of the pistols and tested the action. Not bad for a cheap, cartoon-licensed plastic toy.
And | had no doubt that these purchases would provide the family at least an hour of entertainment. After
that, | imagined they'd get lost somewherein the backyard, then broken by the lawn-mower come
summer. I'd been through this before.

But | didn't complain. An hour isan hour, and theideadid sound like fun.

As soon as Timmy finished his cookie, we toted our shopping bagsto the car, Allie pushing the stroller
and complaining about how difficult it was to shop with Timmy underfoot. | kept slent. Somehow, |
thought that was best.

We hit the furniture stores next, and while Allietried hard to keep Timmy from bouncing on every single
cushion, | hijacked asaesman and serioudy upped his overal sales average. By the time we were back
out the door and into the van, starvation was looming. We pulled into the firss McDonald's we saw. Not



exactly thrilling for either Allie or me, but it made the munchkin (who'd been dowly descending into
crankiness) happy. Considering how loud the boy can wail, I'm al about staving off crankiness.

Thelinefor the drive-through wasinsane, so | pulled into adot, foisted my purse on my daughter, and
told her to get me aBig Mac, Timmy a cheeseburger Happy Medl, and her whatever she wanted. She
left, seeming perfectly happy about that plan.

When she came back, though, | couldn't help notice that she seemed significantly less happy. Downright
moody, actudly. Since frequent mood shifts are par for the course when one lives with ateenager (my
moods and hers), | didn't think too much about it. I did ask, though. But she cut me off neatly with a
surly, "I'mfine. I'm just tired. It's no big dedl." Then she stuck her feet on the dash, sank low in her sedt,
and closed her eyes.

Grest. Fight crankiness on one end and get hit with it on the other.

The rest of the afternoon was spent much more pleasantly. Allie wasn't exactly aray of sunshine, but she
wasn't moping around, either, and | attributed her earlier morbidity to faling blood sugar.

Even more significantly, the day passed blissfully demon free. Allie and | made a dent cleaning the
disagter that was the house while Timmy proceeded to add to the messin his room. Eddie made a show
of helping, but I had to give him such specific directionsthat | didn't object when he announced that he
was heading for the library, which opens at two on Sundays. (I'm pretty sure hisignorance of basic
vacuum-cleaner operation was aruse, but | decided not to call himonit.)

About four, Lauraand Mindy came over and we al went for ice cream. Or, rather, Lauraand | ateice
cream. I'm not entirely sure Timmy ingested any, but if anyone ever determines a connection between an
ice-cream facia and perfect skin, then | can safely say that my boy is going to have the world's best
complexion. The girls both ordered teeny-tiny scoops of sorbet, then proceeded to take teeny-tiny bites,
ultimately throwing most of their scoopsin the trash when wefindly left.

"Why not just drink water?" | asked.

My daughter and Mindy shared a pitying Look. "Cuz then we wouldn't get the taste, Mom. | mean, it's
not like were into deprivation or anything.”

Like Alliewould say, Whatever .

| dropped everyone off at Lauras house before heading home. | hadn't discussed the evening's
arrangements with Allie, but she didn't raise aprotest. After last night's robbery, | didn't expect that she
would.

Eddiewas adifferent story, as he had earlier inasted on staying home, and promised to "kick the sorry
ass of any demon-loving freak who's unlucky enough to try to bresk in." Since that sounded just fineto
me, | didn't argue with him.

Neither Eddie nor Stuart were home yet, so | had the whole house to myself as| showered, and went to
work on my makeup. My hair tends to hang limp around my face. That's one of the reasons| pull it back
inaponytall so often. At least then it's hanging limp, but out of my face.

| can, however, forceit into submission when | realy need to, and | had afeding that a Tabitha Danvers
gdafdl into thet category.

So | spent the next twenty minutes putting al manner of goop in my hair, then blow-drying it. An
atogether humbling experience, I might add. I'm the woman who once cleaned out anest of vampires



while wielding awooden sword in one hand and a crucifix in the other. But none of that mattersin the
hair-care arena. Because | am apparently genetically unable to wield both a blow-dryer and around
brush.

Despite my ineptitude, my hair did manageto dry. And it even had some body, which basicaly means
that it wasn't hanging aslimp asit normally does. | resisted the urgeto pull it back into afamiliar ponytail
and ingtead heated up my curling iron. | might not have a clue what the demonsin thistown were up to,
but by God | was going to beat my hair into submission.

Thirty minutes and haf abottle of hair spray later, | looked pretty damn good, if | do say so mysdlf. My
face was surrounded by a sea of curls, my eyeslooked even wider with the three layers of mascaral'd
applied, and my lipswere red and full. | expected the makeup to dough off within haf an hour and my
hair to fdl by the time we reached the museum, but at least my husband could see the results of my
efforts.

| pulled on the dress, then checked thetime. A quarter to seven. In another lifetime, | would have
expected Stuart to get home early. No more. Which meant | had fifteen minutesto kill, and | needed to
doitinaway that wouldn't crinkle my dress, make my nose sweet, or rumple my hair.

| clicked on the television and channd surfed, but despite the fact that we have more than three hundred
channds, | found absolutely nothing interesting. | gave up and turned the thing off. Then | grabbed my
purse and pulled out the note from Eric.

| read through it once, then again, my heart aching as| did. Both for Eric and the lifewe'd lost, and for
Stuart and the life we had.

| closed my eyes, the note pressed against my chest as| thought about Stuart. Asmuch as | hated to
admit it, for al the time that 1've been married to Stuart, I've compared my marriages. Not overtly. Not
redly even conscioudy. But how can you help it?1 certainly couldn't. And one smple fact dways stood
out: Eric had known my secrets. Hed known my past. Hell, hed lived it with me.

Stuart didn't know that part of me, and that made me alittle sad. Becausein my first marriage there
hadn't been secrets. And | think I'd put my first marriage up on alittle pedestal. A representation of some
marital perfection that Stuart and | could never reach.

Horribly unfair to Stuart. | know that. But fedlings and fairness don't dways go hand in hand.

Now, though, | had to wonder if maybe that pedestal was crumbling. Because the world I'd imagined
with Ericwasanillusion. I'd believed we'd had no secrets. But that wasn't true. The safe-deposit box had
shown methat.

It al boiled down to one inescapable conclusion: My husband had been murdered for a secret.

A flicker of rage burned through me, and | couldn't help but wonder: If held told me the truth—if held
asked me for help—would Eric sill be dive today?

And if so, what would my life belike now?

"Y ou look absolutely sunning,” Stuart said, as he held out hisarm for me.

We were on the sdewalk in front of the museum, standing just in front of the stairsleading up to the
grand entrance. Behind us, the valet put the car in gear and drove away. | hooked my arm through
Stuart'sand smiled. "Y ou've dready said that."



Infact, hed dready said it three times. First when hed come home, again after held changed clothes, and
once again before he'd opened the car door for me.

Indl farness, I'd said it right back to him. Stuart's not too shabby on any given day, but he's postively
dashing in acharcod-gray tailored suit, his shoulders squared, and his eyes bright with anticipation.

Infact, helooked so delicious, that | decided to repeat mysdlf, just for the record. " You look amazing,” |
sad.

"And | look even better on your arm.”
"Well, sure" | said. "That goeswithout saying."

We both laughed, and | felt warm and light, the memories of when wed first started dating washing over
me. I'd barely been free of the funk I'd did into after Eric's death, and the thing | remember most about
those first weeks was the way Stuart had made me laugh. And the way he could dways surprise me. A
drive down PCH and dinner a Spagoin L.A., when I'd only expected aquick burger. A night curled up
on the couch with Monty Python and the Holy Grail, complete with Chinese food and wine spritzers.
A weekend trip to Catalinaldand after Allie had mentioned that sheld never been and redlly wanted to

go.

And, of course, the thing that really got me: Hed asked my adolescent daughter for permission to marry
me

"Y ou okay?"
Stuart was studying my face, and | realized that my eyes were brimming with tears.
"Ohno!" | yelped. "Handkerchief! This mascaraisn't waterproof!”

"Did | missacrigs?' heasked, as| dabbed a my eyes, kicking mysdlf for not going with my Maybelline
standby.

"I'mfine" | findly said, after I'd checked my reflection in my compact. "1 wasjust thinking about the day
you asked me to marry you."

"Ah," hesad. "Wdl, now the tears make perfect sense.”

| lifted myself up on my toesand kissed him, hard. "I loveyou,” | said. "Now let's go in there and rake up
Some serious campaign donations, okay?"!

| started to pull open the door, but he stayed my hand. "Thank you," he said smply.
| turned, looking a him quizzicdly. "For what?'

"For this. For everything. | know you never signed on to be apolitician'swife." His mouth quirked,
reveding arductant dimple. "And | loveyou for putting up withiit."

"I married the man, Stuart. Not the job. And | love you no matter what."

| only hoped that if he ever discovered my secret life that held feel the same way about me.

I'll say one thing for Tabitha Danvers—that woman knows how to throw aparty. Even |, who tend to
avoid these kinds of functions as much as possible, had a reasonably good time. Whichisto say that |



drank the free wine, made small talk when necessary, then wandered through the museum to look at the
variousthings on display.

Truly, the best part of these partiesis escaping the crowd.

The museum was technicaly closed until January so that the staff could do inventory and set up new
exhibits. But Tabitha had opened the place up for us, making clear that we could wander throughout the
museum, and even get asneak peek at some of the coming exhibits.

| greedily took her at her word, wanting to escape the crowd. Most of the guests, though, stayed in the
atrium, where they could be close to both my husband and the bar.

| actualy know the Danvers Museum pretty well. When | was pregnant with Timmy, | did the obligatory
please-kick-me-into-labor-NOW walk around these hallsfor the entire last week of my pregnancy. (It
didn't work. Thelittle bugger was sSix days late, entirely blowing that old wives tale about second children
ariving early.)

After that, | burned off my baby weight by walking these hdlswith Timmy strapped papoosdiketo my
chest inthe BabyBjorn carrier 1'd splurged on in a postpartum-induced shopping frenzy. (1 aso walked at
the mall, but those walks aways seemed to cost money. With anew baby and agovernment-saary
husband, | figured theleast | could do to stabilize the family budget was avoid any enclosed place with a
Pottery Barn, a Gap, and a Brentano's.)

Congdering I'd spent so much time here when he was young, it redly was no wonder that Timmy ill
enjoysthe museum. He waks by himself now, and we explore the natura history section, looking &t the
exhibits of fossls excavated from the area or the whal e skel eton suspended from the ceiling. We'd been
here just aweek ago, actudly, right before they closed for the exhibit change.

I moved through that room now, my hedls clicking on thetilefloor, the giant whal e looming above me.
The next room housed traveling exhibits, and | was curious as to what they wereingdling. | paused at
the threshold, nodding politely at the guard standing just outside the door.

And then, because I'd been attacked only yesterday by ademon in uniform, I gave him a second |ook.
His stance hadn't changed, and he was hardly paying any attention to me at al. | relaxed, but only alittle.

Y ou just can't be too sure about demons.

The room itsdf was odd, housing only aglass display case, the contents of which | couldn't see from the
doorway. Black velvet draped the walls and ceilings, and the only illumination was provided by a black

light.

| stepped up to the case, and saw that it was dominated by alarge stone tablet covered in geometric
shapes that seemed to glow under the purple light. Triangles on triangles. Squares on squares. Squares
bisected into triangles.

| took a pamphlet from beside the main display case, and quickly scanned it. All the artifacts, it said,
were Macedonian relics, discovered last year as part of an archeologica dig funded by the British
Museum. According to the text, the relics dated back thousand of years before the birth of Chrigt.

| don't know alot about history, but | thought that sounded pretty fascinating. More so since experts
were unsure as to the function of the tablets or the meaning of the symbals.

| sat down on abench and did off my new shoes, wiggling my toesin ecstasy. | wasout of practicein
hedls, and my feet ached.



| was massaging the ball of my foot when | redlized someone was in the doorway. | looked up,
embarrassed, to seethetal, sun-baked blond hunk—Cool .

| had one of those V-8 momentswhen | findly redlized why helooked so familiar—I'd seen him here at
the museum. Not the kind of place | would have expected to find acelebrity surfer, but people surprise
you dl thetime.

| dipped my shoe back on and got up to go over and make polite conversation, but by thetime |l got to
the doorway, he was gone.

| shrugged and moved on to the next room, where at least the light was normal and the objects
recognizable. Bowls and spoons. For those, | didn't even need a pamphlet.

Since | hadn't checked on the kids, | pulled out my cell phone and called Laura. They werefine, she
reported, and Timmy was dready adeep. Did | want to just retrieve both kidsin the morning? | thought
about it, and decided | did. Once Timmy's awake, he'simpossible to get back to deep. Better to not
disturb him once he was down for the night.

| continued through the exhibit, haf paying attention, but mostly letting my mind wander. To demons, to
Stuart, to Eric, to my kids. Stuart found me there, coming in and diding hisarms around my waist. "Hey,"
he said. "Y ou ready to go?'

| checked my watch. Still early. " Ate you ready to go?"

He kissed the top of my head. "'I've mingled. I've schmoozed. I've played the politician. And now," he
added, turning mein hisarmsand pulling me close, "I chink it'stimefor meto play the husband.”

"Inthat case" | said, baffled but pleased. "I think | can probably tear myself away.”

The next morning | retrieved Timmy from Lauras at the crack of dawn, hurried him off to day care, then
hurried back, eager to dive into the mystery of the book and the demons. 1'd called Gretchen yesterday,
explaining | anticipated alate night, and begging her to cover my car pool. So it was morethan alittle
ironic that | was now camped out at Lauras coffee table half an hour before I'd normally be dressed.

"Eager much?' she asked, yawning and pulling her robe tighter around her.

"Just ready to kick alittle butt.” 1t's amazing what aromantic night in a child-free house can do for your
world view.

"Y ou and your daughter. What's with the attitude this morning?*
| frowned, thoughts of demon butts shoved aside by concern for my kid. "What are you talking about?

"Don't know," she said as| followed her into the kitchen. "That's the point. Last night she hardly said two
wordsto me. And when | mentioned it to Mindy this morning, she said that Allie didn't say anything to
her, either.”

"Well, damn," | said. "She was quiet yesterday after the mall, but | thought it was the hunger.” Now |
didn't know what to think. Not talking to me or Laurafdl within the norma parametersfor the
fourteen-to-sixteen age group (at least, according to every parenting book I've ever read). But not talking
to Mindy? That was amystery.

"Maybethey like the same guy?' | suggested.



"Maybe," Laurasaid dubioudy. "But | thought you should know."

"Thanks." Not that | had any flash of ingght asto what | should do with this newfound knowledge. That's
the problem with parenting. Every time you get one problem—Iike potty training—taken care of, anew

one pops up.

And even though the infant issues like croup and baby-proofing and the first day of kindergarten had
scared meto death, it was the older-kid issues that were really frightening. Boys and drugs and fast cars
and sex. And because my life wasn't dready complicated enough, | had demonsto throw into the mix.

Honestly, some daysit doesn't pay to get out of bed early.

"I'm sureit'snothing,” Laurasaid. "Anyway, it'snot why | caled.”

| drained my coffee, then stared at her. "Caled me? When did you cal me?"
"Lasgt night. You didn't get my message?'

Heat settled in my cheeks, and | cleared my throat. "Ah, um, no. We didn't exactly check the machine
last night. After the fund-raiser, | mean.”

"Oh, redly?' Her eyebrow cocked with interest.

| leaned forward, then lowered my voice, asif the neighbors might otherwise hear my confession. "l
followed your lead,” | said. "Victorias Secret.”

"And | gather it worked?'

"Ohyeah," | said, unableto stop theridiculous grin. "It worked like acharm. Although considering
Stuart'smood, | think Searslingerie would have been just as effective.”

| cleared my throat, my grin fading as | remembered why sheld mentioned the sexy undies plan in thefirst
place. "Have you talked to Paul 7' | asked.

"Yeah," shesad, dmost too casudly. "He actudly called yesterday morning. And without me even
bringing it up, he told me how he had to drive al the way back up here to wine and dine some key client
who couldn't makeit down to the conference.”

"So hewas home lagt night?”

"Um, that would be a negative. He also said that he'd planned to come home, but that held gotten an
emergency cal and so hed had to turn right around and go to L.A." She shrugged. "Sounds plausible,
don't you think?"

| decided to Sdestep that question. "Do you beieve him?"

She closed her eyes and took along sip of coffee. "Let'sjust say I'm giving him the benefit of the doubt.
For now."

| reached across the table and clasped her hand. "1 hope it works out okay."
"It will." She gave me awatery smile. "However it ends up working out, I'm going to bejust fine."

She got up quickly and moved to the sink, then stared out the window. After a second, she ran some
water, shut it off, then turned back around to face me. "Anyway, none of that has anything to do with



why | cdled you."

"Right,” | said. "I'm sorry | didn't check the messages.”

"Doesn't matter. But you need to see this." Her voice had turned serious.
"All right," | said, alittledarmed. "Tdl me."

She got up and moved toward her phone, then started digging through apile of papers. "'l found it on the
Internet last night, and printed it for you. | didn't want to risk not being able to find the Ste again.”

"What?' | said.

"Hang on. I'll get it." She tossed afew manilafolders aside, papers scattering aong the countertop.
"Wait. Hereitis"

She plucked one free, then dapped it onto the table in front of me. "I'm sorry, Kate," she said, before |
even finished readingit.

| skimmed the article, feding sicker as | absorbed each word. The article was dated several months ago.
And it described anasty car accident. The kind where the police expect no survivors.

But in this case, the driver had survived. A teacher at Coronado High School who'd suffered a busted
kneecap and abroken tibia. And, miraculoudly, no other injuriesat all.

The teacher's name, was David Long.

Chapter Twelve

| lunged for for Lauras phone and started diding, waiting impatiently through the ringsuntil, findly, Alli€'s
voice came over the handset, telling me she couldn't get to the phone right now, but to leave a message.

| redided. Once again, | got dumped into voice mail.

| dammed Lauras phone down. "Damnit, I'm just going to head to the school."

"I'm coming with you."

"You're not dressed.”

"Two minutes,” she said, tearing toward her bedroom.

Trueto her word, about three minutes |ater we werein her car, heading for the school.

"It'sgoing to befine," Laurasaid. "Neither of the girls have any classeswith him, right? And Allie's been
around him for days and days and nothing's happened. There's no reason anything bad would happen
today. Right?" she asked, stopping at an intersection and turning to look a me. "Right?’

"Mysterious keys. Geriatric demons. Demonic janitors. And one completely tossed house. All over the
course of aweekend. | don't know. Somehow | don't think we can blame Mercury for beingin
retrograde.”



"Y eah, well, when you put it that way." She gunned the car acrossthe street.

| was clutching the armrest for dear life when my cdll phone rang. | snatched it up, answering without
checkingthecdler ID.

"Mom?' she asked, not even waiting for meto say hdlo. "What'swrong?Isit Timmy?"'

"No, no," | said in arush, my eyes catching Lauras and nodding & her asilent Allie?"Wereadl fine.
How areyou?'

A long silence, then, "Um, | know you've been acting kinda freaky and dl, but I'm supposed to bein
English classright now, and | had to beg for a bathroom pass because my stupid phone rang twice, and it
kept making my pursevibrate. So, like, aren't you only supposed to cal meif it's an emergency?'

"Itis" | assured her. "It was urgent that | get in touch with you."
"Right. So...7"

o

"Mom! Why'd you need to get in touch with me?"

To make sure you hadn't been attacked by a demon. But | could hardly say that. "I, um, just needed
to check some stuff. Y ou have a second?’

"Mom! I'm standing in the hdl missing English. What'sgoing on?'
"Any classeswith David Long today?"

A long pause, then, "I don't have any classeswith Mr. Long. Why?!
"What about surf club?Isit meeting after school ?*

"Mo-ther!"

"Jugt answer the question, Allie.”

"No. Surf club isnot meeting today. Satisfied?’ | could picture her standing in the hal, the phone tucked
againg her ear, her foot tapping.

"So you won't be seeing Mr. Long today?!

"No. God, Mom. I'vetold you liketwelve times. | don't even think he'sin school today. Bethany heard
he had a subgtitute. Why? Do you need meto find him or something for you?”'

"No. No, no. | just... heard some things about unorthodox teaching methods. | want to look into it.”
Slence

"Allie?"

"Yourelosingit, Mom."

"Maybe," | agreed, sgnaling for Laurato turn the car around and head back home. "Y ou're home late
tonight, right? Cheerleader practice?’



Another pause, then, "Y eah, but I'm skipping it."

That got my attention. " Skipping? Why? Is something wrong?' She hadn't missed a practice since she
made the squad. And for the last month—at least until she'd discovered the amazing Troy
Myerson—shed been living and breathing cheerleading.

"| gottago." And then she clicked off. No "I love you." No "good-bye." Just click.

| thought about what Laurahad said, and afinger of worry snaked up my spine. Something was up with
my daughter. And | didn't have acluewhat it was.

Since Monday ismy norma Coastal Mists volunteer day, and since | wanted to sneak a peek at
Sinclair'sthings anyway, | went straight to the nursing home from Lauras.

| found Jenny in Delias room, taking a beeting from the older woman at checkers.

"lsn't it awful?' Jenny said. "Poor Mr. Sinclair. | mean, to wake up from a coma, then to turn right around
and have a heart attack.”

Deliashook her head. "Wasn't right in the head, that one. | talked to him once after he woke up, and all |
can say ishejust wasn't right in the head.”

"How s0?" | asked, wondering if Sinclair had blurted the demons plan out to Delia. "Did he say anything
inpaticula?

Delialooked up at me, blinked. "Who, dear?"
"Never mind."

| made small talk for afew more minutes, before easing the conversation back around to Sinclair. "I
thought I'd sort through histhings" | told Jenny. "Y ou know, get everything in order for hisfamily. Is
everything fill in hisroom?!

"l think s0," she said, asif my request wasn't in any way bizarre. She frowned at the checkerboard, lost
in concentration. | took a step backwards toward the door. She looked up. "Except, | think it's already
been sorted through.”

"Oh." | stopped. | wasafraid of that. "Soit'sin abox in the adminigtrative offices?' | could break in there
and take a peek. But | didn't redly want to.

"Oh, I don't think so. | just meant that his nephew already went through it all. He's so dreamy!”
"His nephew?" | asked, wishing it was easier to carry on alinear conversation with Jenny.

"Oh, yeah. And he actudly talked to me."

"Jenny, what are you talking about?"

She blew out afrustrated breath. "He's a celebrity, Mrs. Connor! | didn't even know Mr. Sinclair had
any relatives, but then his nephew shows up and he's, like, atotal hunk!"

"Got his picture in the newspaper and everything," Delia confirmed. ""One hot number, that guy.”
"Hot number?' | asked, but Deliawas aready rummaging on the table for yesterday's paper. She flipped



through, found the Life & Arts section, and handed it to me. And right there, on thefirst page, wasa
picture of Cool at Saturday's cookout, front and center with the surferslined up behind him.

Sinclair was Coal's uncle? Maybe. But if not, then what reason did Cool have to snoop through a dead
demon's belongings?

Needlessto say, my interest was piqued.

| figured I'd gotten as much information as possible from Jenny and Delia, so | left them to their game and
went down to Sinclair'sold room. As I'd expected, it had been picked clean. | searched diligently,
though, just in case. The only contraband | found was a Snickers tucked between the mattress and the
box spring. Fattening, maybe, but hardly demonic.

| shut Sinclair's door, perched on the edge of his now-stripped bed, and caled Lauras cell phone. No
answer. | tapped my fingers on my knee, waiting for her voice mail to pick up, and then when it did, |
had to fight back the urge to blurt everything out. | was pretty sure Laurawas the only one who ever
checked her cdll phone messages. But | wasn't positive,

So in what was probably more cloak-and-dagger than necessary, | |eft her a cryptic message about how
I'd learned some interesting stuff about the local celebrity we'd been talking about, and maybe she could
see what she could find out about him online.

Seemed pretty clear to me. Hopefully, it would to Laura, too.

I'd just clicked off when my phone rang again. | checked the display, saw that it was Cutter, and smiled
as| answered. "Hey there. What's up?”’

"My banking advice work out?'

"Suredid. You'rebrilliant.”

"Win meany brownie points?"

"Fve, actudly. Ten moreand I'll haveto officidly labd you agood guy.”
"How many pointsuntil you tell medl your secrets?!

"Careful there, Cutter," | said, my voice stern despite my smile. "Keep pushing and you'll start earning
demerits, too."

"Damn. And | was so0 close.™
| laughed. "What's up?'
"Y ou're coming in today, right?"

"Sure." | worked out with Cutter most every Monday. We'd devel oped anicelittle routine, and | was
honing my atrophied skills. "Why?'

"That new student | mentioned, the one who needs a sparring partner? | told him to come by around
four. That okay with you?"'

"Too late now if it'snot,” | said. Cutter had invited the guy to arrive right when my private sesson was
scheduled to begin.



"He'sgood, Kate. And hell make you better.”

"He's that good?'

"No. Not yet. But he's surprisng. And he'snot me. Y ou're getting lazy."
"Thehdl | am."

Helaughed. "Y eah? Prove it to me this afternoon.”

"You'rean ass, Cutter."

"I know. But I'm an asswho puts up with you."

Sotrue. | told him I'd be there, then clicked off, looking forward to sparring with this mystery man. A
little fresh meat would do me good.

When I'd firgt started working out again, 1'd been surprised how quickly I'd did back into familiar
routines. But there's a satisfaction that comes with knowing you can kick the shit out of someone and,
truth be told, I'd missed that.

I'd found replacements, sure. | mean, there's also an intense satisfaction in helping your kid learn to count,
in making sure your family has clean clothes (most of the time) and decent meals (if not gourmet). And
athough | disdain al things housekeeping, there's even a perverse satisfaction that comes from getting the
layer of soap scum off theingide of the glass shower doors. (Lemon oil. Works like acharm. Trust meon
that one.)

But none of that matches the thrum of satisfaction that races through you when you execute a perfectly
timed kick and nail your opponent cold.

| spent the next few hours doing my typical volunteer routine at Coastd Midts. | asked the residents
about Sinclair, but no one had much to say other than the usua ghoulish commentary on how horrible his
death was, and how unfortunate to have a heart attack and end up with a spike through your eye.

That got methinking al over again about everything that had happened, and how much | didn't know. By
thetimel arrived at Cutter's place, | was ready to let off some steam.

"I hopethisguy isgood,” | said, "because I'm in the mood to kick alittle butt.”

"I'm good," came afamiliar voice. | looked up, startled, and sure enough, David Long stepped out from
behind the curtain that separated the workout floor from the changing rooms. "Or at least | used to be.”
Heheld up hiscane. "But | may not be amatch for you."

My breath caught in my throat, and | redlized | was standing there like a statue, just staring at him.
"Kate?' Cutter frowned a me. "What?'

"Nothing," | said. Except that | wanted to rip David's demonic little throat out right then and there. What
kind of agame was he playing? Getting close to my daughter—getting close to me—and then setting
himself up to spar?

Damn demons are getting balser every day.

"It doesn't look like nothing from here,” David said. He took astep toward me. | took a step back. "Are
you feding okay?'



"| fed just fine. How about you? Leg doing okay after the accident?"
"What accident?" Cutter asked, looking between us.
"Mr. Long wasin acar accident. Busted hisknee. Broke histibia."

"That was awhile ago,” David said. "I'm doing just fine now. A dight limp, and | keep the cane handy in
casetheleg getstired.”

"| didn't redlize you two knew each other."
"Oh, yeah," | said. "David and | are old friends. Aren't we?"'
"Yeah," hesad, hiseyes never leaving mine. "We are.”

| shivered, goose bumpsrising on my arms as | fought the urgeto run. | don't know where and | don't
know why, but something about hiswords. Something about hisvoice. ..

| shook mysdlf, forcing the moment to pass. "I don't think thisis such agood idea,” | said to Cutter. "l
dont liketo fight men with canes.”

David spun the cane like a staff, then dammed it down on the mat not two centimeters from my foot.
"Why not? Figure you'll be a a disadvantage?"

"Giveit arest, you two," Cutter said. Hisvoice wasfirm, but he shot me one more questioning look. |
kept my face stoic and looked pointedly away. "Kate, David is going to spar with the cane.”

"| figure so long as I'm stuck with the thing, | may aswell make the most of it and turn it into awesgpon.”
"Your cdl, Kate. But | think it'll do you good.”

"Fing" | sad. I'd wanted to practice with saffs anyway, right?

| moved to the middie of the mat. "Bring it on."

David looked me up and down. "Y ou're not going to change?"

"Il ditchmy purse” | said. "But | canfight in jeans. And | don't think anyone who attacks me on adark
dreet isgoing to let me run home and changeinto my Gi."

A shadow crossed hisface, and he nodded. " True enough.”

| gave him aquick nod, then went to drop my purse off. | watched their reflection in thewall of mirrors,
and when David turned away to talk with Cutter, | dipped my bottle of holy water out and tucked it into
my pocket. Then | pulled my hair back and clipped it up with my favorite barrette. The kind with the
long, sharp meta back piece.

Assoon | knew for certain that David was ademon, | was taking him out while hisflesh still burned and
sizzled. Cutter would see, of course, but there wasn't much | could do about that. David had gotten too
closeto my little girl for meto let him off the hook. He wasn't walking out of thisbuilding alive. And if that
meant that today wasthe day that | finally revealed dl to my sensal, then so beit.

And, honestly, part of me was|ooking forward to making that revelation.

| stood up, rolling my shoulders and neck, then crossed the mat to where David stood, his cane tucked



under hisarm.
"l promiseto be gentle” he said, with the tiniest of grins.
"I don't,” | countered.

And then, before Cutter even Sgnaed for us to start, David lashed out, leading with the cane, and
knocked my kneesright out from under me. So much for gentle,

Cuitter yelled a protest, but | rolled to my side and snapped to my feet, keeping my eyes on David whilel
gestured to Cutter that it was okay. We sparred lightly for awhile, smplejabs and thrusts designed to
test each other'sreflexes.

Despite mysdlf, | felt agrowing respect for the man, even if he was ademon. He knew what he was
doing. Hismoves were practiced and clean, and hisreflexeswere every bit as good as | wanted mineto
be. Thelimp didn't dow him down at dl, and the cane that might otherwise be aliability had been turned
to an asset.

If the man hadn't been ademon, | redly might like him.
No, thetroublewas| did like him. And | hated what I'd learned.

He sensed that my mind was wandering and kicked into high gear, using the caneto jab and thrust ina
pattern that had my feet dancing defensively even as| looked for away to take the offense.

| found it in the pattern of histhrusts and instead of legping to the left to avoid ajab, | did right and
caught the cane against my arm, then drew my other hand over to close around the shaft. | whipped it up
and out, effectively disarming him. And surprising him, too. That much | could tell from the expression on
hisface.

"Not bad,” he said. "But now that the fun part's over, let's see about getting down to business.”

| tensed, my body at the ready, and he held his hand out in a come-on gesture made famous by Laurence
Fishburnein the Matrix movies. Then he tapped his nose and pointed afinger a me. | tensed. I'd seen
only one person ever make that motion. Just onein al the years|'d been fighting.

Eric.

My bregth hitched in my throat, | wavered, and David Long laid meflat. Hed been waiting for the
weakness, had known it would come. And for that, right then, | hated him.

He was on me, holding me down, his hands on my wrists and his knee pressed against my waist. "Do you
concede?"'

The room turned red with my fury, and my fist tightened around the cane | till held in my hand.
Concede? Concede? To some goddamn demon who'd stolen my husband's move? Used it against meto
throw me off? Played me for afool ?

No, | didn't think | was conceding, and in an entirdly illegal move, | dammed my head up, cracking my
forehead againg his. Pain shot through me, the red haze over the world shifting to ablurry gray that | had
tofight againg.

| was motivated, though, and as David reded back in surprise, | fought through the pain and brought my
knee up againgt my chest, then shot my hed out and into his pelvis.



Behind us, | could hear Cutter shouting my name. | was even vaguely aware that he was running toward
me. | didn't care. As Cutter's fingers grazed my shoulders, | leaped forward, knocking David backwards
until 1 was straddling him, the canetight against histhroat, restricting hisairway. He struggled, hisskin
taking on abluish pallor, as Cutter yelled and pulled, trying to get meto let go.

| did, but only with one hand. And with my free hand | reached into my back pocket for the bottle of
holy water. | stuck it in my mouth and screwed the lid off with my teeth.

David watched me, his eyes wide and bloodshot.

"Goddamn it, Kate!" Cutter howled. Hed given up on trying to move me, and now he dove to the mat
and wrestled the cane out of my hand.

| didn't even try to fight him, because | had the bottle open now. And | dumped the contents on David's
face, then held his arms down, anticipating the fresh wave of strength that would come with the pain.

Nothing happened.
| waited, tense, my handstight around histriceps.
Stll nothing. Or, rather, nothing except David sputtering and coughing.

| couldn't quite believeit. And yet, oddly, it wasn't embarrassment but relief that washed through me.
David Long wasn't ademon. | could like him without fedling like anidiot. Moreimportant, | didn't have
tokill him.

Cuitter crouched beside us, the canetight in his hands. "Dammit, Kate," he whispered. ™Y ou have got to
learnto chill out."

He stood up, then held out ahand for me. | took it sheepishly, managing to fire off "sorry," toward David,
who rolled over onto his side and continued coughing as soon as | was off of him.

| waited for him to catch his breath, then offered my own hand. He looked at me dubioudly, then took it,
and | tugged him to hisfet.

"Um, sorry about that.”
"l don't suppose you're going to explain?'

"That'sjust Katesway of getting to know you," Cutter said wryly. "Good luck getting her to say anything
more."

| just smiled and tried to look mysterious. "Forgive me?"
"If | say yes, are you going to douse me again?'

"| think you've been doused enough.” At least, | hoped he had. | had to reluctantly admit that I'd been
duped by the holy water test before. Still, | wanted to believe the results. David Long just didn't seem
demonic. Strange, maybe. And even abit mysterious. But demonic? | didn't think so.

Especidly consdering how baffled helooked, | figured | could cut David some dack. I'd trust him. For
now. But I'd aso keep an eye on him.

| spent the drive from Cuitter's place to Timmy's day care thinking about demons and David and how |



gill had more questions than answers. David might not be ademon, but something was definitely up with
that man. And | gtill had no clue who the Tartarus demons were talking to. Or, more important, why.

All'indl, I didn't likethe score, and | had afedling time was running out.

| forgot al about that, though, when | saw Timmy. Helooked up, beamed, then raced into my arms. |
swung him around, generating peals of laughter from my little man.

"What did you do in school today?' | asked him as| strapped him into his car set.
Slence
| gave him Boo Bear and tried again. "Nothing, Momma," he said, then shoved histhumb into his mouth.

| shut his door and moved around to the driver's Side. Once we were back ontheroad, | tried again.
"Come on, sport. | know you must have done something. Tell me about your day."

Infact, | knew they'd played with shaving cream, because that's what the little note in his cubby had
announced. Timmy, however, guarded that fact like it was a state secret.

"Cant tdl you, Momma. I'm sucking my thumb."

"Right," | said. "That makes sense. Maybe you could take your thumb out long enough to cluein your
mom?'

More slence, except for the mild durping sounds associated with rampant suckage.

"Timmy? Comeon. | redly want to know."

| adjusted my rearview mirror so | could see him. The thumb came out of his mouth, and his eyes got
wide.

"Momma," he said, his exasperated voice alittletoo familiar. "'l told you. Is a secret!”

"Right. A secret.”" What the hell?1 smiled to mysdlf and decided not to press. After dl, | knew al about
secrets.

| was il grinning when | opened the door that leads from our garage into the kitchen. Timmy barreled
ingde, ydling about Blue's Clues at the top of hislungs. | followed himin, my smilefading as| saw my
daughter sitting at the kitchen table, her eyes puffy, her cheeks flushed, and tearstains marring the thin
layer of powder she'd dusted onto her cheeks.

"Allie? Sweetheart, what isit?'

| dropped my purse and went to her Side, trying to put my arms around her. She twisted away, avoiding
my touch. Since | cantake ahint, | pulled out one of the other chairs and sat facing her, my heart
pounding in my chest as| waited for my daughter to tell me what was wrong.

"Allie? Isthisabout aboy?' | didn't believethat it was, not redly. But | hoped. Oh, how | hoped that it
wasn't my secret that had brought tearsto her eyes.

"A boy," she said, then shook her head. "No, | guessit's not redlly about aboy.” Shelooked up a me,
and from my new, closer vantage point, | could see just how bloodshot her eyes were.



She cut me off, waving a piece of paper. "It'sfrom Daddy."

| froze, theblood in my veinsturning to ice. "From Stuart?' | asked, pushing my words out asif through
mol asses.

But | knew the answer. Even before she spoke. The letter was from Eric. And somehow, someway, our
daughter had found it.

Chapter Thirteen

"Areyou going to tel mewhat'sgoing on?' Alliesaid.

| shook my head dowly, too shell-shocked to say anything at al.

"Mom?1've got aright to know. If there's something weird going on about my dad, you haveto tell me."
"That's aletter from Eric?’ | asked, my eyes never leaving the paper.

She pressed her lipstight together, her eyesblinking fast. Y eah.”

| held out my hand, and she passed me the note. Thisiswhat | read:

My darling Katie,

If you'rereading this, | presume you've also found the safe-deposit box. (If you haven't—if you
simply stumbled across this letter—/ need you to go to County Mutual. Tell them you've lost your
key and give them your name. They should take care of you.) My other letter explains the why of
it. Or, at leadt, it gives you a hint as to the why of it. And | don't want to say anymore here. | need
you to find the retired teacher, our friend from our daysin Los Angeles. Do you remember him?
Find him, Kate. He will know where to send you next.

| love you and Allie more than anything. Keep that truth safe in your heart.

Eternally yours,

Eric

| finished reading the note and st it on the table, ignoring the tears that ran down my cheeks. "Where did
youfind this?"

Allie shook her head. "Nuh-uh. No way, nohow. Not until you tell me what's going on.”

"Alison Elizabeth Crowe, don't you dare play gameswith me. I'm redlly not in the mood.”

"Yeah?Wdl, I'm not in the mood, either,” she shouted. She stood, snatched up the letter, then waved it
in front of my face. "Thisis my father writing this! | have aright to know what's going on!"

| knew | should step in, remind her that | was the mother and she had no right talking to melike that. But
part of me said that she did have aright. That thiswas about Eric. And that she deserved to know the
truth. If not al, then some.



From theliving room, Timmy started wailing.

"Coming!" Allietossed the letter at me, then stalked out of the room. | just sat there, numb, taking deep
breathsas| tried to regain my equilibrium.

Finaly, | pushed back from the table, then went into the living room where Allie was rocking Timmy on
her 1ap. Shelooked up a me, then immediately back down at thefloor. "1 scared him,” she said. "'l
shouldn't have ydled."

"Hell beokay." | sat down on the couch and put my arm around them both. | don't know what 1'd
planned to say, but when | opened my mouith, it all ssemed so smple. "I don't know why yet," | said.
"But | think your father was murdered.”

She diffened inmy arms, but stayed slent.

"I found anote the other day. That key? It led to a safe-deposit box. | didn't remember Eric and | getting
it, but we must have, because my name was on the box, too. And al that wasinside was a letter to me.”

"Why didn't you tell the police?"

"And say what? The note was cryptic. A lot of nonsense, redly.” | didn't say that the police would
probably be usdess. Eric had been a Demon Hunter. Once upon atime, I'd believed his death was
unrelated to hiswork. | didn't believe that anymore.

"The note didn't tell the whole story,” | added. "And | didn't know whereto go next."
"Yegh," shesad. "l know."

| looked at her, comprehension dawning. "Y ou've seen thefirdt letter.” It wasn't aquestion. | was
absolutely positive | knew what the answer would be.

She nodded guiltily. Timmy took that opportunity to squirm free. Allie scooted to the far side of the
couch, then hugged apillow closeto her chest, looking a me over her intertwined arms. "When | got into
your purse at McDonald's," shesaid. "'l didn't mean to snoop, honest | didn't. But | could see some of it,
and | recognized Daddy's handwriting, and I—"

She squeezed her mouth shut, blinking furioudy.

"It'sokay, sweetie. | understand.” | don't believein al that subconscious psychobabble BS, but | had Ieft
thenotein my purse. And | had let my daughter rummage her little heart out. If anyone wastaking the
blame here, it wasme. Not Allie.

"But how'd you find that note?" | asked, pointing toward the kitchen, where I'd |eft the new note on the
table.

"Daddy told you whereit was," she said, in the same tone she might use to tell someone they werean
idiat.

"Apparently Daddy told you whereit was. | had no clue.”
" 'The best of us," shesaid. "That'swhat Daddy used to call me, remember?"

| did remember, and as soon as she said it, the answer was obvious. ™Y our baby box.” I'm not much of a
scrapbooker, but | do keep trinketsin an old hatbox. Baptisma souvenirs (the church program, the
baptisma candle), birth stuff like the now-dried pink mum the hospital had hung on the door of my



private room. Her first pacifier. The hospital baby blanket I'd smuggled out in her carrier. Stuff.

And not stuff | ever go back to look at, either. It'sjust there, in the closet, ready to be pulled out and
examined when the time wasright. Like when Allie has ababy of her own.

"It was wrapped around the candle," she said. "And the candle and the note were both in the candle
box."

"I'mimpressed,” | said.

"So when are we going to Los Angeles?”’

"Theteacher guy," she said, tapping the letter. "Y ou're going to go talk to him, right?'

"Yes" I sad. "l am." | hadn't seen Father Oliver for years, but | was certain that's who Eric meant.
"I'm coming with you," she said.

"Allie, in case you've forgotten, you've got thisthing called school tomorrow.”

"I'mtotaly ahead in dl my classes”

| didn't even bother to hide my disbdlief. " All your classes?'

She sucked in her cheeks, then blew out some air. "Well, not life sciences, but, | mean, likewhy do |
care about photosynthesis anyway?"

Since | wasn't entirely sure what photosynthesis was, much lesswhy she should care, | decided to avoid
the question entirely. "Y ou can't skip school on awhim, Allie. And you can't not study something just
because it doesn't involve boys or cheerleading.”

"I like dgebra," shesad.
| gaped at her. "Areyou sure you're my daughter? Because I'm thinking you're apod person.”

She made aface. "Don't even try to change the subject. I'm coming with you tomorrow, and that's all
thereistoit.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back in her chair, looking so much like me at that
moment, that it was eerie.

" redly don't think it's such agood idea." What if Father Oliver blurted something out about our
demon-hunting days?

Her body seemed to sag, and | was certain I'd won the battle. "It'sjudt. .. It'sjust that I'm starting to
forget him."

My heart started to break around the edges. "Daddy?"

She nodded, then wiped the back of her hand under her nose. She looked small and young and lost, and
| couldn't bear the thought that she'd ever, ever, forget her father.

"I don't want to, but | was only nine, you know? And | look at picturesand it al comes back, but I'm
redly afraid, Mom. What if | look at a picture someday and that'sal it is?"



"Oh, baby." | was crying now, too, and | opened my armswide, hugging her close. Timmy lost interestin
histelevision show and came over to join us, crawling up on the couch between us and snuggling.

| till wanted to say no. So help me, | wanted to scream no at the top of my lungs. But in my heart, |
knew she had to come with me. If Allie found out the truth tomorrow, I'd dedl with it then.

After dl, | thought, isn't that what thiswhole parenting thing isdl about?

Because Allie was anxious, she woke me up at the crack of dawn—even before Stuart had rolled out of
bed.

He sat up, blinking in the dark. "Wha—7?"

| kissed hisforehead. "Go back to deep,” | whispered. ™Y ou till have twelve minutes before your darm
goesoff."

By thetime| was showered and changed, Allie was waiting at the kitchen table, Timmy'slunch dready
packed, and the boy himself eating dry Honey Nut Cheerios and drinking milk out of asippy cup. "Can
wego?'

| melted into one of the chairs. "Adminigter at least one dose of coffeeintravenoudy. Then well talk.”
"Mo-om."
"Tim'sday care doesn't even open for another fifteen minutes. | have time for one cup.”

"Fine. But I'm putting it in Stuart's commuter cup. If you're not donewith it in five minutes, you can takeit
withus"

Exactly five minutes later, we were in the van, the Starbucks cup tucked into the console beside me. We
got to KidSpace with three minutes to spare, and ended up waiting in the parking ot for Nadine to
unlock the doors.

"Why can't you do this on aschool day?' | asked, as soon as we were underway. "Do you have any idea
what ahasdeit isgetting you up in the morning?"'

Shejust rolled her eyes, then kicked her feet up onto the dashboard. "Can we drive through McDonald's
for asausage biscuit?'

"What about your no-fat, wholly organic, must-be-a-paragon-of-food virtue diet?"
"Road trip, Mom. | can bend the rulesfor aroad trip."

"Right." And Since asausage biscuit sounded pretty tasty right then, | pulled into the firss McDondd's |
saw. Why not? With thislatest insurgence of demon activity, | was burning an insane number of caories.
And besides, we had along drive ahead of us. More than an hour without traffic, but snce Los Angeless
morning rush hour covers afour-hour window, | expected that we'd be moving at the speed of lethargic
snails once we hit the outskirts.

Sincel didn't want to spend the entire day in the van, we avoided the Coast Highway, picking instead the
sgnificantly lessscenic 101. Allie, naturadly, dozed off about ten minutes after she finished her biscuit,
leaving me to my mishmash of thoughts and questions. All familiar territory. What were the demons up
to? Which demon was their master? What secrets would Father Oliver revea to me? And the biggest



question of al: Why had Eric kept secrets from me?

Around and around the questions spun until | was so sick of my own thoughtsthat | clicked on theradio.
A CD wasin, sothefirst thing | heard was"Hot Potato.” | actudly listened through the entire song and
the beginning of " Shaky Shaky" before | remembered that when Timmy wasn't in the van, | wasn't
required to ligen to his Wiggles CDs. | switched over to the radio and tuned to an oldies channd, letting
Wham!'s"Wake Me Up Before Y ou Go-Go'" fill the car.

The song did thetrick, too. Beside me, Allie stirred, then reached for her Diet Coke and downed about
haf of it inoneswalow. "Thismusicislame," she said offhandedly. Then sheflipped down her visor,
checked her reflection in the mirror, and touched up her lips.

"Youregorgeous," | sad, ignoring the music critique.
"I'd be better with eyeshadow," she said, hopefully.
"Nicetry," | said. "You don't need to wear eyeshadow to schodl. It's not afashion event.”

"I'm not at school right now," she pointed out, quite reasonably | thought. Redlly, the girl should join the
debate team.

"Schoal hours" | said. "No eyeshadow during school hours.™

"How about on dates?"

"Sure" | said. "As soon as Stuart and | say you can go on dates, you can wear eyeshadow.”
"Sixteen, right?"

| checked my rearview mirror, changed lanes, then nodded. "Right.”

"So, if it'sadouble date, | should be able to go when I'm fifteen. | mean, that makes sense, right?”
"| can't even begin to describe how much that does not make sense.”

"Mom! Of courseit does. You'rejust not paying atention.”

"Allie. Sxteen. That'stherule.

Sheflopped back in her seat. "Whatever."

"And take your feet off the dash.”

She dropped them to the floorboards with a huff that represented the start of asnit that lasted another
fifteen miles. Then she yawned, stretched, and twisted around to face me. "' So how about you talk to
Stuart? If hethinks | can double-date, will you at least think about it?"

"Allie.."
"Comeon. Please? I'm responsible. Aren't 17

| stifled the urge to close my eyes since we were currently doing eighty, but | did let my shoulders dump.
"Y es, you're responsible. I'm very proud of my responsible, manipulative daughter.”

"Soyoull talk with Stuart?'



"Yes, I'll tak it over with Suart.”

She settled back in the seat, agrin dathered across her face. After abit, the wattage decreased a bit.
"You can tak to him, right? | mean, he's not around awhole |ot these days.”

"Of course | can talk to him. What do you think? \We |leave each other Post-it notes in the bathroom?”

"I dunno. Mindy says her mom and dad hardly talk at al anymore. She thinksthey're going to get a
divorce"

| turned sharply. " She does?'
"Yeah." A pause, then, "Areyou and Stuart okay?"'

"Oh, baby. Yeah. Stuart and | are great. HE'sworking histail off, and, yes, | get annoyed when he's not
home as much, but there's nothing wrong with our marriage.”

"Youresure?'

| reached over and squeezed her knee. "Positive.” | wasn't positive, though. Not readlly. Things had
changed in the last few months, shifting dightly off their axis. | didn't see adivorce on the horizon, but |
also wasn't taking our marriage for granted anymore. Probably agood thing when you thought about it,
but it ill made me alittle sad.

"How about Daddy?"
"What about him?"
"I dunno. | guess, | mean, well, you dwaystdl me how much you loved him."

"l did love him. | do till." | glanced Sdeways at her, trying to think like afourteen-year-old and figure out
where she was going with this.

"Well, yeah, but he kept al this stuff secret. Doesn't that make you mad?’

"No, of coursenot.” | spoke automaticaly, coddling my kid with lies. The truth was harder, because | did
hurt. The glass through which 1'd looked back at my first marriage waslosing itsrosy tint. But thiswas
my daughter, not my best friend, and there are some things you don't share with your kid.

Her eyebrows lifted agood two inches. "Y ou're realy not mad?' she asked, in the same voice sheld use
if I told her I'd taken ajob asaprofessona chef. "Daddy has some secret so huge that he's leaving clues
al over the state, and you're not even ateensy bit annoyed?!

Smart girl, my daughter.

"Y our daddy loved secrets,” | said, thinking of theway he and | had gotten unofficialy married well
before our officia ceremony. And no one but the two of us had known. "Y ou two even shared afew
secretsfrom me, right?”

Her cheeks colored. "Well, yeah. Sure. But that's not the same. Those aren't as much like a secret
because two people know. It'slike athing you share. But the key and the notes and all that. | dunno. It's
just different.”

Y eeh. Definitely asmart girl.



"It redlly doesn't make you mad?' she asked, pressing her point.

"I'msurprised,” | said. "And | hate the idea that there may have been something | could have helped him
with before he died. But this doesn't change anything about the way | fed about your dad. | loved him
and he loved me. But everyone has secrets, Allie. Everyone.”

| knew that better than anyone. I'd just never expected Eric to keep his secrets from me.

"l guess." Shetwirled astrand of hair around her finger, apparently in deep thought about my brilliant
words of wisdom. (I was actudly pretty proud of mysdlf. As parenting moments went, | thought | was
handling mysdlf pretty well.) "Sort of like you and Stuart, right?’

"How s0?'
"Wll, I mean, does he know about the note from Daddy?!
| tightened my grip on the steering whedl. "No," | said, trying for casud. "He doesn't.”

"Right," she said. "Secrets." She started picking a her nail polish, peding it off in strips. "So how old
were you and Daddy when you met?'

| amost commented on the change of subject, but since | was more than happy to shift conversationa
gears, | didnt. "Thirteen.”

"Did you know right away? That he wasthe one, | mean?"

"Wadl, he was amuch more sophigticated fourteen, and so | figured there was no way held be interested
inakidlikeme"

"But hewas."

"Not at firdt, actualy.” | smiled, remembering how Eric had protested when held been assigned to work
with me onmy very crappy knife-throwing skills.

"But he came around, right. | mean, by the time you were fourteen, you knew you wanted to be with him
aways, right?'

"Yeah," | said. "He camearound.”
She shrugged, and when her cheeks flushed pink, | understood.

"Y our father and | were unique. Our whole situation, in Rome, in the orphanage. We bonded more than
we might have, you know?' | stopped there, because Allieredly didn't know any more details. "We
were lucky to have found each other so early, but we missed out on alot, too. Maost people, they go out.
They date. They havefun and seealot of different men before they findly meet the guy who sweeps
them off their feet. It doesn't have to be the guy you fall for when you're fourteen.”

She dunk down in her seat and looked out the window. "God, Mom. | know. I'm just, you know,
making conversation.”

| let that one Sit for awhile as we maneuvered down the 101 Freeway, through Reseda, Encino,
Sherman Oaks. | concentrated on the signs until | found the exit for Pasadena. Once I'd merged onto the
134 and picked alane, | relaxed alittle.

"Sotdl meabout him," | said.



"Who?" Allie asked, looking abit like abunny confronted by the big, bad wolf.
"SantaClaus" | said. "Who do you think?'

"Oh, Troy?' shesad, just alittletoo casudly. "Were just friends.”

"Uh-huh."

"I mean, | likehimand dl. And, well, | think helikesme. But..."

"But your pain-in-the-butt mom won't et you date?"

"l didn't say that."

"No, and | loveyou for it." | consdered only for amoment before diving in. "How about you invite him
over for dinner Friday. Give Stuart and me the chance to meet him."

"Redly? And you wont, like, embarrass me? | mean, you're not going to pull out the baby pictures or
anything, areyou?'

"Pictures? No way. | figure the videotapes are much more effective.”
"Ha-ha. My mom is such acomedian.”

"I'm not saying you can do a car date—or even a double date—but once we meet him, you can probably
go out asagroup.”

"| dothat aready."
"A group date. And when do you go out?"

Shelifted ashoulder. "1 dunno. Surf club, | guess. He's dways at the meetings, and | go watch him
practicedl thetime."

"All thetime?' | repeated.

"Wadl, it'snot likeit'sjust me. | mean, the other guys on the team are there, too. And sometimes Mindy
comes. And JoAnn and Bethany dmost always come, t00."

"Wonderful," | said. "A whole gaggle of teenagersin bathing suits on the beach without adult supervison.”
"Honestly, Mom. It's not like wereliving in the olden days."

"I know. I'm just 0 pethetically old fashioned.”

Sheralled her eyes. "Anyway, we do have a chaperone. Cool's been to dmost every practice."”

That caught my attention. "He has?'

"Sure. | mean, he'saready brilliant on aboard, but he's got to practice. And he'slike the coach. He's
shown the guysal sorts of coal tricks. Troy's tons better now."

"Mmm." Theideaof my daughter in such close proximity to Cool gave methewillies, and it wasn't just
his bizarre name that had me worried. Anyone who hung out at Coasta Mists—who'd searched the
room of aresident-turned-demon—uwas suspiciousin my book. | had nothing more concrete to base my
fearson. Not yet, anyway. But where my kids are concerned, asingle bad vibe was one too many.



| drummed my fingers on the steering whesdl, trying to decide what to do. | wanted to forbid her to go
anywhere near Cool, but if | did that, I'd have to fabricate areason. And nothing rationa sprang to mind.

"Is Coal the only adult at these things?'
"Mr. Long'sadwaysthere, too."

"Right," | said, immediatdly relieved. "He'sthe faculty adviser, isn't he? So of course held be there.
Okay. That'sgood.”

Alliewasturned in her seet, looking at measif I'd lost my mind.

What?"

"We're not babies, Mom. And we're not rolling around in the sand making out like porn stars, either.”
"Thanks," | said. "l fed alot better now."

"l just mean that you raised me right, okay? So chill out."

| couldn't help my grin. "Right. Chilling."

"Jeez," she muttered, but loud enough for meto hear.

She wasright, too. I'd done agood job with thiskid. My only regret, in fact, wasthat | hadn't started
teaching her how to kick alittle butt from the time she was age three. But till, better |ate than never. And
at least David Long was around to keep an eye on things.

Congdering that only aday before I'd thought him a prime candidate for demonic infestation, my sudden
relief that he was there to watch over my kid seemed alittle abrupt. But the reaction was honest. For
better or for worse, and despite al my lingering questions, at the end of the day, | did trust David Long.
And until I could figure out away to keep Allie away from Cooal, | thanked God that David wasthereto
be a buffer between them.

"Here" Allieydled. "Turn herd"
She waved the map in one hand and gestured wildly with the other.

| dammed on the brakes, but missed the turn. " Okay, okay. No problem.” | did anillegal U-turn, braced
myself for the sound of police sirens, heard none, and then gunned it onto the Street.

We were in Pasadena now, following the directionsto St. Ignatius Catholic Church that Allie hed
downloaded from MapQuest. Father Oliver had been the pastor there until hisretirement. After that, he'd
continued working in secret as an alimentatore. Hed never been my mentor, nor Eric's, but we'd both
known and respected him.

After Eric and | had retired from Forza, we'd moved from our basein Italy to Los Angeles. Father
Oliver had been our only connection to our old life, and even though wed left Forza willingly and with no
plansto look back, sometimes we wanted to be around people who understood. Who shared our
knowledge of the bad things in the world. Not because they'd seen amovie or read a book, but because
they'd lived it, too.

Father Oliver filled that role. And athough we'd never joined his parish, we'd used to meet him for hot
dogsat Tail O the Pup in West Hollywood. Wed sit and watch the traffic go by and talk about



completely mundane things. Never about demons. Never about hunting. But somehow, just the act of
being norma around someone who knew made the whole world seem safer, too.

Wed lost touch with Father Oliver after wed moved to San Diablo. Or, at least, | had. I'd dways
assumed that Eric had, too. That hed lost himsalf in suburbiawith me, relishing our new lifein our safe
new town.

Now, though, | had to wonder. Had Eric kept in touch with Father Oliver al those years? And if he had,
thenwhy?

Allie gestured franticaly toward anearly hidden driveway, and | turned in. The church loomed in front of
us, amission-style structure that had been built into the hills hundreds of years ago. The parking lot was
mostly empty, which wasn't unusua for aweekday. | drove the length of the driveway, squinting at the
sgnsas| tried to find the resdence hall.

Like so many parishes, St. Ignatius provided housing for retired priests. | didn't seeasign, though, and |
dtifled afrown. I'd been so certain helived on ste. If he had an apartment somewhere with an unlisted
phone number, | was going to have adifficult time tracking him down.

Insde the office, a twentysomething brunette greeted us with aperky smile.

"Hi," | said. "I'm an old friend of Father Oliver, and since| happen to bein town, | thought I'd drop in
and vigt. But | can't seem to find the residence halls."

"Oh, wow. Like, the resdence hdls are just back there." She pointed vaguely out the window. | started
to thank her, but she wasn't finished. "Thething is, though... | mean, Father Oliver passed away last
year."

"Oh, man." That from Allie, though | totally agreed with the sentiment.

"I'm sorry to hear that. Was heill?' Father Oliver wasn't young, but he'd been in good hedlth the last time
I'd seen him.

"Cancer," thegirl said. "Weal redly liked him. | misshim alot. He used to eat with me on my lunch
break sometimes.”

"He didn't happen to leave anything, did he?" It was alongshot, but | had to ask. Father Oliver was my
last link to Eric. If hewastruly adead end, then | really had failed my husband.

"Likewhat?" she asked.
"I'm not sure. Letters, maybe? Or specific bequests, likein awill.”
"| think heleft everything to the church.”

"His stuff, sure. But maybe he left notesfor hisfriends. It sounds like he knew hewasdying, and | just—'
My throat hitched, suddenly clogged with unexpected tears.

"We'rewondering if heleft my mom anote” Alliesaid. "Or maybe onefor my dad?’

"I don't think s0," the girl said. She shot me aworried glance, asif shewasafraid | was going to melt into
apileof blubber right then. "But let me ask Father Carey. What are your names?"

"Crowe," Allie said, seeming decades older than fourteen. "Katherine or Eric Crowe."



The girl got up, then dipped silently through adoor at the back of the room.

"Y ou okay, Mom?"'

| sniffed, loud and wet. "Fine." | drew in ashaky breath. "When exactly did you grow up?'
"If I'm so grown up, why can't | go out on dates?"

"And smart, too," | said. "I've got one heck of aclever, grown-up child.”

"No far going with the flattery thing," shesaid.

"No far being so smart.”

"I'm not going towinthisone, am 17"

"Giveit acoupleof years. I'll givein eventudly.”

"Thanks" shesaid. "Thanksalot."

| was spared having to come up with a snappy retort by the receptionist's return, thistime on the hedls of
adlver-haired priest with stooped posture and afriendly smile.

"Good morning,” he said. "I'm Father Carey. Y ou must be Katherine Crowe?"
| nodded. "Connor now," | said.
"Yes, of course. | heard about your hushand's desth. My deepest condolences.”

"Thank you," | said automatically, even astheimport of hiswords struck me. ™Y ou heard about Eric's
death? From Father Oliver?' | supposed that made sense. After dl, I'd notified everyone | knew in
Forza; afew had even made it to the funeral. But Father Carey wasn't amember of that group, and |
was surprised Father Oliver would mention Eric's death to him.

But then Father Carey continued, surprisng me even more. "I'd so enjoyed chatting with him during his
vigtswith Father Oliver. Y our hushand was avery charming man.”

"Yes" | managed, hoping | didn't sound as Sartled as| felt. "He wasthe best.”

Allie was|ooking between me and Father Carey, her face pinched with thought. " So, um, did Father
Oliver leave anything for my mom?"

"Gretchen mentioned that you were inquiring asto that. No, I'm afraid that Father Oliver left no specific
bequests. | went through his belongings persondly, and | can assure you that | saw no papers or
correspondence that would seem to be of any interest to you.”

"Oh," | sad. "Well, um, thank you."
| started to turn away, then stopped. "' One more thing. How often did Eric come see Father Oliver?"

Father Carey's gray eyes seemed to soften. | didn't want his pity. Didn't want anyone—Ileast of dl
Allie—to know that Eric had kept these visitsfrom me. But | had to know.

"I would say about once amonth,” he said. " At times more frequently. But often, sgnificantly moretime
would pass.”



"l see. And do you know what they discussed?’

"That would be confidential, between a penitent and his confessor, and | would feel bound not to share
that with you even now that Eric has passed.”

llBut_ll

He held up ahand. "It'samoot point, my child. | enjoyed Eric's company, but | had no conversations
with him that | would consider substantial. And Father Oliver never reveded to methe nature of their
vigts"

| nodded, strangely satisfied. So it was over. I'd followed the only lead that Eric had |eft me, but I'd
followed it yearstoo late.

I'd failed. And my husband's murder would remain unavenged.

After hearing Father Carey's news, | didn't want to do anything except head home, deep, and fed sorry
for mysdlf. Since | had Allie with me, that wasn't an option. And, honestly, there's nothing more
mood-altering than a shopping extravaganza with afourteen-year-old. If you'rein agood mood, it will
surdy make you surly and irritable. But if you start out in that mood aready, well, your spirits have
nowhere to go but up.

We bought decorations for the house, electronic gadgets from Brookstone and Sharper Image for Stuart,
and ahousefull of toys, videos, and books for Timmy. Eddie was harder to shop for, but we ended up
going with an engraved pocketknife that Allie described astotally bad ass. | couldn't redly argue. Allie
admirably restrained hersdf from begging for new things. She did, however, compile adetailed lis.

By thetime we |eft the Beverly Center, my attitude had been through a serious adjustment. (Our credit
cards had been put through the wringer, too, but | had thirty days before the bills camein, and I'd work
up the courage to break the bad fiscal newsto Stuart sometime before then.)

During the ride back, Allie entertained me with stories about Troy, cheerleading practice, and goofy
things her teachersdid. "Mr. Creadey pats everyone on the head when we're supposed to be reading,”
shesad. "It'stotdly freaky."

"Creadey?an't he your English teacher? The bald one with the sprayed-on comb-over?”
Alliegiggled. "That'shim. So, like, maybe the head pat is Freudian?

We analyzed that for awhile, then Allie switched gears and was off and running andyzing dl her favorite
televison shows. | listened, commented, argued, and generdly had a gresat time chatting with my kid. |
was also grateful. Becausethetruthis, Allierarely talks on trips. She'sacar deeper. But thistrip, | had
no doubt she'd been trying to distract me. Did | raise agrest kid, or what?

Aswe pulled into our driveway, Allie swiveled in her sest, staring at the assortment of bags. " Stuart's
going to have acow."

"It's Christmas," | said. "Ho, ho, ho."

"Maybe we should tell Stuart not to come into the garage because his present is out here. And then we
can smuggleal these bagsin when he'snot looking.”

"Brilliant,” | said. And then my brainiac child and | headed into the house, to dupe my husband about



both the reason for our trip to Los Angeles and the amount of money we spent.

As soon as we walked through the door, Allie made a bedline for the answering machine. | kept going,
moving through the house to find Stuart. His car wasin the garage, so | knew he had to be around
somewhere. | found him, eventudly, in Timmy'sroom.

"Hey," | whispered, coming up and putting an arm around him. In front of us, my little boy was sound
adeep, Boo Bear clutched in hisarms. "How'd you get him to deep so early?' It wasn't even seven.
Lately, it waslike pulling teeth to get the kiddo down before nine.

"Sick," Stuart said. "Poor kid. The medicine knocked him right out."
"Sick?" | bent over and fdt hisforehead. Cool enough. "What happened? Why didn't you call?

"l did," he said. Heleaned over and tucked Timmy's blanket around his shoulders, then gestured for me
to follow himinto thehdl. "I caled your cell twice," he said after held pulled the door shut. " Apparently
so did the day care. | picked him up about one."

Great gobs of guilt washed over me. "Oh, Stuart. Oh, my poor baby."
"Dontworry," Stuart said. "I'mfine."

| made aface. "Not you. What's wrong? Did you take him to the doctor?"
"Ear infection, and yes."

"I should have been here" | shifted my shoulders, adjusting the mommy guilt to amore comfortable
carrying pogtion.

"Why?1 managed.”
"Yes, but—"

| cut mysdlf off. Stuart had managed. And considering his absenceslately, he was due for a serious dose
of daddy duty. Which did nothing to ease the mommy guilt, and | took alittle comfort in the fact that it
would be mommy on deck tomorrow. The day care's policy was strict—fever free for twenty-four hours
before they could return. So school tomorrow was out for Timmy. | imagined he'd be able to return on
Thursday. Timmy had yet to have an ear infection that didn't respond immediately to anice big dose of
nasty pink medicine.

| leaned past Stuart and pushed the door open one moretime. | could hear him breathing—my
two-year-old snores—but other than that, he was deeping like an angel. | pulled the door closed, making
aureit clicked quietly into place, then followed Stuart down the stairsto the living room.

Wefound Allie there, aphone pressed to her ear. She saw us come in and told whoever it wasthat shed
cal them right back. Mindy, | presumed.

"Oh my God, Mom! Remember Mr. Creadey? The onel wasjust telling you about?'
"The English teacher? The head-patter?"
"Yes Heamost died. Canyou believeit?

"I—" I bit back my automatic responsethat yes, | could most definitely believeit. "What happened?”



"Hewent boating early thismorning or something. | guess he goes out alot before school to fish or
whatever. Anyway, they found him around lunchtime haf-drowned. Isn't that the freskiest thing?”

| agreed that it wasincredibly fresky.

"I'm so glad hel's okay. Troy thinks Creadey'sajerk, but | like him okay. | wish held stop with the head
patting, but otherwise hesdl right.”

But | barely heard her. | wastoo busy wondering what the healthy Mr. Creadey would be up to this
evening. And if therewas any way | could intercept him. New demons are a their most vulnerable within
thefirst twenty-four hours, but Hunters aren't usualy in tune with the new demon roll call.

Thiswas an opportunity | didn't want to pass up.

Thiswas dso incredibly inconvenient. On anorma night, Stuart would be plugging away at the office and
| could finagle my schedule to give me sometimeto prowl the town. But now that | wanted to escape,
Stuart got it into his head that tonight would be agood night to rekindle our marriage.

| gave him an A-plusfor the thought, and a D-minusfor the timing.

"So, um, where's Eddie?' We'd had dinner, Allie had retreated to her room, and now we were snuggled
on the couch, both with glasses of red wine. Stuart's thoughts were obviously amorous. Mine were tuned
to digtraction.

"L eft about thirty minutes after | got home with Timmy. Said sick kids aren't histhing, but | think it was
maostly me"

| didn't bother to correct him. Eddie redly didn't know what to make of Stuart. And vice versa.
"Whered he go? It'samogt ten.”

"The Paramount's showing Christmas classics al day every day until New Y ear's Day. He said hewas
going there.”

Somehow | couldn't picture Eddie getting too worried about whether Mr. Potter was going to take over
Bedford Falls. | hoped Father Ben had come back and the two of them were holed up somewhere,
making tons of progress. My fingersitched to pick up the phone and cal the cathedrad, but | stifled the
urge. Ben would call when he knew something. And Eddie would come homein his own sweet time.

| had ahard time worrying about that for too long because Stuart shifted on the couch and started to
massage my shoulders. Yes, I'd been alittle bit ticked at my husband for putting his campaign before his
family, but we're talking a shoulder massage here. And he had earned mgjor brownie pointsin the
child-care department today. And, honestly, my shoulders ached and his touch felt good. Even better
when his hands started roaming and his lips found my neck.

| needed to be out there hunting demons, | knew that. But under the circumstances, with my husband
right there, sllently inssting that | not go anywhere except upgtairswith him... well, that kind of
persuasionishard to resist.

| woke up with astart, then rolled out from under Stuart'sarm so | could check the clock. Just past two.

| turned carefully, then propped mysdlf up on an elbow as| examined Stuart'sface and listened to his
breathing. Definitely adeep.



| waited alittle longer, just to make absolutely sure. Then | did dowly out of bed, careful not to bounce
the mattress, shift the sheetstoo much, or do anything else that would clue my deeping hushand in to the
changein status quo.

| paused, watching him in the dark, but his breathing stayed nice and even, his eyes shut tight. | checked
the baby monitor, and it was on. | turned the volume dl the way up, just to make sure Stuart could hear
it. If Timmy woke up crying, Stuart would realize | was gone. But that was a contingency that I'd dedl
withif | had to.

In the meantime, | padded into the bathroom. | found a clean pair of sweatpantsin the closet, and |
tugged them on, then topped my fashion statement with ablack T-shirt courtesy of my husband's clean
laundry hamper. | tugged on socks, shoved my feet into running shoes, then pulled my hair back and

away from my face. Ready.

| turned off the bathroom light, then opened the door and tiptoed through the bedroom, sparing one last
glance for my hushand. Still adeep. Good.

| opened our door just enough to squeeze through and then eased into the hall. And then, only when the
door was closed tight behind me, did | breathe again.

One feature | love about our houseisthat thereisaregular staircase leading up to asmall attic, not one
of those annoying pull-down ladders. In fact, the door and the attic itself resemble the room Greg and
Marsha Brady fought for, as Allie has pointed out to me during her sporadic pitchesto convert the space
to her own private suite.

Not that our attic has the love beads and psychedelic colors. We haven't gonethat far. But it does have a
finished floor, insulation, adecent light, and lots of storage boxesfilled with al the things I'm not willing to
keep in our hot, bug-infested storage shed.

| closed the door behind me and crept up the stairs, stepping carefully since Stuart was directly below
me. | navigated around all the boxes—until | reached the far side of the attic and the |eather and wood
trunk I'd hidden under astack of musty sheets.

| pulled the linens off and gave thelock an automatic tug, finding it till tight. Good.

I'd hidden the key on asmdl nail on the backside of one of the rafters, and | dragged an old chair over,
teetering on it until my fingers closed around the key. Thelock was sticky, but it turned. The hinges
cresked as| lifted thelid, and | cringed dightly, wishing I'd thought to bring some WD-40.

Inside, | saw the shalow tray exactly asl'd I€ft it, filled with amishmash of articles1'd ripped out from
various women's magazines. Anyone who bothered to look closaly would likely be suspicious—I'm
hardly the souffle type, and | can barely spell decoupage, much less know what it is—but for the most
part, the pages served their camouflage purpose well.

| lifted the tray out to revedl the black velvet cloth covering my tools. | pedled it back and considered the
wespons. | don't liketo travel with much—I can hardly wander the San Diablo streetswith a crossbow
dung across my shoulder—and in the end | picked the lean, mean tiletto knife that Eric had given me for
our third anniversary. Completely custom-made, the switchblade knife boasted a double-action release
system. | preferred smply pushing the bolster to release the blade, but the knife also presented the option

of opening manudly.

| setit aside, then pulled out my battered legther jacket. I'd tried my hand at sewing only twicein my life.
The second was when | vaiantly attempted to make a baptismal dressfor Allie (we ended up buying



one). Thefirgt attempt, though, had actualy been successful. 1'd stitched atight strip of dagtic into the left
deeve of the jacket.

Now, | put the jacket on, picked up the knife, then did the handle under the eastic. | shook my arm,
making sure the knife was secure. Y ears ago, I'd been able to reach over and pull out the knifein
secondsflat. | wasn't back up to my old speed, but 1'd been practicing, and getting better with each try.

| aready had holy water in my purse, but 1'd stocked up over the last few months, collecting holy water
ingalonjugs. Now, | filled afew viasand tucked them in my jacket pockets.

| sat back on my hedls and wondered what else | should take. | didn't need the crucifix. While corpored
demons hated the things, crucifixes were awegpon only against vampires. Nothing else looked
particularly useful for tonight. For asecond, | fingered a sheathed Japanese sword, wishing | could take
it. Eddie had asmilar one, and | smiled at the memory of us comparing weapons, sharing alittle bit of
Demon Hunter bonding.

| put the sword back and repacked the chest. The larger weapons I'd aready decided against, and none
of the trophiesfrom my past hunting dayswould be of any use.

Decided, | carefully shut and locked the trunk. Then | stood up, armed, dangerous, and asready asl'd
ever be.

Since demonsrardly leave acaling card with directionsto alair, | redly didn't know whereto go
patrolling. | ended up at the marina, since Allie had mentioned that Creadey had been "injured” ina
boating accident. When nothing demonic jumped out a methere (literdly and figuratively) | patrolled the
beach for awhile, particularly by the bathroom where the janitor had jumped me. Also nothing.

| was getting discouraged and considered cdling it anight when | had one moreidea. Coastal Mists.
Creadey hadn't been aresident, but Sinclair certainly had been. Couple that with the knowledge that
Cool had gone through Sinclair's stuff, this seemed like agood place to start. Besides, | didn't have a
better plan.

Unfortunately, | also didn't have a concrete plan. More of avagueidea. And that involved walking the
perimeter of Coasta Midgts, peeking into windows, and generdly scoping the place out. If that turned up
no demons, I'd go in the front door and fake an overwhel ming urge to chat with theinsomniac residents.

| parked on the Street, then walked up the road toward the Coastal Mists driveway. | stayed to the
outside, veering around the perimeter and waking dong the edge of the cliff until | was behind the nursing
home. Then | crouched low and scurried toward the back of the home and the yard into which the
residents weren't allowed to go because there was no barrier blocking accessto the cliffs. It did,
however, mean there was ahdll of a view From the windows on this side of the home, and aton of
windows to take advantage of it.

No lights shone from any of those windows, though, and | didn't see any movement inside. Frustrated, |
weighed my options: go insde the building, walk the grounds, or give up and go home. Since I'd dready
wasted more than an hour on this excurson—and since Timmy ensured a Six-thirty am. wake-up call—I
decided on home.

| wasjust starting to turn around when my head was jerked backwards by the force of someone using
my ponytail to yank meto mefest.

| screamed in pain, then found myself flying through the air. | crash-landed in agraveled garden area, my



face too close for comfort to a cactus, and the sharp blade of aknife pressed against my throat.

Chapter Fourteen

"Up, Hunter." The gravelly voice whispered in my ear, his putrid breeth carried on the wind along with
the scent of eucdyptus.

Thefiat edge of the knife pressed againgt the soft skin under my chin, the cool metal a counterpoint to the
anger flaring through me. The knife blade barely grazed my throat as| rose, my attacker till unseen
behind me.

Cool stood in front of me, the moon on hiswhite-blond hair contrasting with the dark anger in hiseyes.
Hetook astep toward me, and | tensed, my mind whirring with possibilities. Consdering the blade
againgt my neck, none of them were particularly promising.

"Where?' he whispered, hisface mereinches from mine.

"Right here" | said, hoping the fissuresin my bravado weren't showing. "Right here, right now. Just call
off your attack dogs and let'sfinish thisthing.”

His eyes narrowed, and then the bastard laughed. He took a step backwards, and he actually laughed,
his hands clapping in amockery of applause.

"Glad | could bring some amusement to your otherwise dreary life.”

"Oh, you do," hesaid. "Thiswill end. But by my hand, not yours. And definitely not here."
"l don't supposeyou'll tell mewhere?

"I don't suppose you'l tell me where you've put the book?*

"Not achance," | said, with more bravado than | felt.

He cocked hishead dightly. "Refreshing," he said.

"What'sthat?'

"That old cliché of 'over my dead body." I'm impressed you didn't useit.”

My pulse pounded in my ears and | resisted the urge to turn my head and search for an escape. The
blade was till there, sharp, and the dightest turn would fillet me.

"It would have been appropriate, though," he said, then took a step closer. "Now. Where isthe book?'

My hands were clenched in fists, and | forced mysdlf to relax. To think. To plan. "ltsnot here" | said
dowly.

Hedidn't answer, just nodded to my captor, who shifted the knife until the point pressed against my
throat. | felt asharp prick, then thetrickle of blood. "Kill me, and you'll never know," | said. Tel me.

| pressed my lipstogether, weighing just how foolhardy | waswilling to be. On the one hand, | didn't
think they'd kill me. Not until they were certain | wouldn't tell them what they wanted to know. Onthe



other hand, | could easily seetorture as being on Cool's list of acceptable methods of persuasion.

| so didn't know who was holding the knife, which meant | didn't know who—or what—I was up
agang.

"Tell me!" He howled the words, and as he did, hisform shifted with the force of hisrage, al the more
powerful, | was sure, because he couldn't smply dispose of me.

The stench of sulphur and decay swirled around us, and Cool seemed to pulse, each besat of his heart
destroying theimage of what was human and pulling forth the snarling beest that was the demon within.
His eyesflashed fire, and when he stared a me, it was like looking into eternal damnation.

| felt cold and my heart skittered in my chest, and | fought the urge to scream. 1'd seen this before, more
timesthan I'd like to remember, but you never get used to looking into Hell.

Even my attacker—a demon himsdlf, if the Sate of his breath was any indication—was taken aback by
the spectacle. The knife pressed againgt my flesh relaxed just dightly.

Sincel didn't know if abetter chance was coming, | decided to take therisk. | shot my fist straight up
fromwaist level, connecting solidly with hiswrigt. Yes! His knife arm went wild and | spun, holding on to
hisarm as| did, and rdishing the satisfying snap as the bone broke.

| lashed out with a solid kick at the same time, managing to send him sprawling. As hefell backwards, |
wrested the knife from him, then pounced, aiming the point for his eye even as| recognized the man who
had once been my daughter's English teacher.

| dammed the blade forward, but asit was mere millimeters from diding home, something grabbed my
legs and pulled me backwards. My aim faltered, and the point of the knife cut a shalow path down
Creadey's cheek.

Whoever had yanked me back let go, presumably to get a better position for attack. | rolled over just as
Ernesto Ruiz, the janitor, pounced. From my new vantage point, | could see Cool till behind us, il
raging and gtill in ademonic state. That was one pissed-off puppy, but | didn't have time to worry about
him, because abigger problem wastrying to get achoke hold on my neck.

Werolled, grappling across the ornamental lawn toward the cliffs. My adrenaline pesked, every senseon
overdrive as | expected Creadey to jJump into the fray. He didn't, though, and as | pondered that oddity,
| managed to get on top of Ruiz even as his hands closed around my throat.

His hands were out, thumbs pressed against my throat as| gagged and choked and tried to suck in air.
I'd either been wrong about that no-kill plan or Ruiz was pissed off enough to ignoreit.

Either way, | wasintrouble.

| till had onetrick up my deeve, though. And even asmy brain screamed for oxygen, my right hand
reached for the knife. My fingers closed over the hilt, and | pushed the bolster the ingtant the knife did
free, diding the bladeinto place.

Ruiz's eyeswidened in surprise—a pretty hel pful ingtinctive response under the circumstances. With both
his hands around my neck, he was screwed, and he knew it. That fact had about a millisecond to register
on hisbrain. Then | did the blade home. The hands around my throat rel axed as the demon insde Ruiz
was sucked out with ashimmer and ahiss.

| rolled off, then sprang back up, my knife a the ready.



There was, however, no oneto fight.

| frowned, not quite believing that, as| turned in adow circle, scoping out every inch of the moonlight-lit
yard.

Nobody.
How odd.

Actudly, Cool's absence didn't surprise me. Kill acorporeal demon, and al that happensisthat the
demon is sucked out and returned to the ether. Once it finds another body, it can come back again.

But kill ademon in its demonic state and that's another story. That demon's history.

The problem isthat demons don't reved their natural state very often. That Cool did was testament to
how angry he was at me—and to the importance of his plan. Whatever the plan might be.

Creadey's absence was more surprising. Asarule, demons aren't chicken. He wouldn't have run smply
because I'd won round one. So where was he?

No answer sprang to mind. And since | didn't have time to worry about it, | pushed the question asidein
favor of another one: What the hell was | going to do about this body?

| found the answer about twenty yards away. The cliffs. | rolled Ruiz that way, then paused to look
down. Here, there was no beach to speak of, just the surf crashing over battered rock.

| took a deep breath, pressed my foot against Ruiz's backside, and shoved.

Hetumbled down the dliff, finaly landing with a thud on the rocks. | would have preferred delivering the
body to the cathedral, but that was impossible. At least the rocks were out of the way, and the
beachcombing crowd was significantly lessin December. By the time the body was discovered, the
wildlife should have erased any sign of the knife through Ruiz'seye.

Brutd, | thought, but satisfying.

The house was dark when | snuck back inside, and | paused in the kitchen, waiting, afraid the creak of
the garage door might have avakened my family.

Slence

| waited another minute, watching the second hand on our clock make its dow parade around the Roman
numerds. Ten... deven... and findly clicking back to twelve.

Stll Slent.

| exhded in relief, then tiptoed toward the stairs. | made it up without hitting any squeaky floorboards,
then padded down the hallway to the double doors to my bedroom. Still closed, which | figured wasa
good sign sinceit meant that Stuart probably hadn't awakened during the night and gone looking for me.

| carefully closed my hand around the doorknob and turned. As soon as the latch cleared the frame, |
pushed the door open about eight inches and squeezed insde. Stuart was there in bed, his deeping form
illuminated by the soft streams of moonlight filtering in through our gossamer drapes.

| stood for amoment, making sure | hadn't disturbed him, then continued on to the bathroom. | shut the



door, changed back into my pgjamasin the dark, then crept back into the bedroom.

| sat carefully on the edge of the bed, then eased carefully under the covers. Findly in, | let my head sink
into the pillow and closed my eyes.

Madeit.
"Haveanicetime?'

| jumped, coming bolt upright, and turned to look at Stuart, who had rolled over and was watching me
with expressionless eyes.

“l... um..." How'sthat for abrilliant cover? Demon hunting | can handle. Blatant fabrication? There, my
skillsaresadly lacking.

Stuart reached for the bedside lamp and flicked it on. | squinted, trying to avoid both the light and my
husband's stern gaze.

"Do you want to tell me where you've been?'
"Um, no?" That wasthetruth, after all. And wasn't | congtantly admonishing Timmy not to tell fibs?

Stuart exhaled through his nose, hisjaw tightening in what | knew was an effort to control histemper. I'd
seen that expression before, but it had aways been directed at the kids. Never a me.

"Kate—"

| held up ahand, cutting him off as| tried to take control of thislittle drama. "I'm tired. We can talk about
thisin the morning." By then | should be able to fabricate some plausible excuse for snesking out after
midnight.

"Kate." Hisvoice was sharp, demanding.

"I meanit, Stuart. I'm tired.” And the only excuse | had a the moment was a desperate urge to run to the
grocery store. | could try to make it work. But somehow, | didn't think he'd believe me.

But he wasn't about to let the matter drop. "Thisisn't thefirst time you've gone out at night, Kate. I'm not
anidiot, and I'm not blind. Y ou owe me an explanation.”

| fought the urge to shut my eyesin defeat. He was right. Over the last two months, I'd gone out on
semi-regular nightly patrols, anytime the newspaper reported a deadly accident and, miraculoudy, a
survivor. I'd make the rounds that night, hoping to encounter the newly minted demon. Sometimes|
succeeded. Sometimes | failed. But dways, | tried.

From Stuart's perspective, | imagined that my jaunts did seem alittle suspicious. | just wasn't sure how to
handle the Situation.

He reached over and took my hand. "Isit that karate guy?'

| blinked, recoiling asif he'd dapped me. "Cutter?' Dear God the man wasinsane. Cutter'sagreat guy,
and sure, there've been afew odd sparks between us, but 1'd never—

| yanked my hand back, my temper flaring. Y ou son of abitch! Y ou honestly think I'm having an affair
with Cutter?'



Most of the tension melted from hisface. "Not anymore. But if it's not Cutter—"

"Whoathere" | said, interrupting. "I am not having an affair. Not with Cutter, not with anybody. | love
you. Evenif you have been driving me absolutely crazy latdly, you're the only man on thisearth that |
love"

“Thenwhy—"

"Because of you," | said, poking himin the chest. | wasn't being fair, and | knew it. But dammit, he'd
pissed me off. And, yes, payback can be abitch. "The only times you haven't been absent lately are
when you're gpologizing. So it's either leave the house to drive around and think, or have aknock-down,
drag-out fight and terrify the kids. | decided to take the more civilized route.”

| sat back againgt my pillow, my armsfolded sulkily across my chest as| wondered if 1'd be going to Hell
for my lies. | made amental note to go to confession thisweek, just in case a demon got the best of me.

Besde me, Stuart had completely deflated. "Oh, babe. I'm sorry." Herolled over and stared at the
celling. "You'reright. I've been so absorbed in dl of this, that you and the kids have been getting the
shaft. It'sjust thet | never..." Hetrailed off.

"Never what?'

For asecond, | didn't think he was going to answer, then he turned onto his side and faced me. "'l just
never expected that anyone would have thekind of faith in methat Clark does.”

"Stuart!" | said, shocked.

"No, I'm serious. | know I'm agood lawyer. But to actually be arepresentative for the people. Honestly,
itsmorethan I'd ever dreamed of. And now that it'sareal possibility, | want it." Herolled over again,
facing up rather than me. "But | don't want it if it'sgoing to ruin us. And it'sonly going to get worse
before it gets better."

"l know," | said. Stuart would file formaly in January. Then held bugt tail until the primary in March. If he
won that, it would be more months of campaigning until the election in November.

"Canwe handleit? Because if we cant, I'll quit. I'll call Clark right now and tell him he'sgot to find
someone el se to support.”

"You'd do that?"
Heturned his head and smiled at me. "Of course | would."

| shivered, wondering if | could say the same. | hadn't asked to be pulled out of retirement. At thetime,
I'd fought it tooth and nail, desperate to protect the norma lifeI'd built.

But now that the dust had settled, | couldn't imagine walking away. Secret or not, what | did was
important. Crucia even. More, | lovedit.

It was, | redlized, the samefor Stuart. In away, the county attorney fights demons, too. And Stuart
wanted to be there on the front lines.

| loved him for offering to giveit al up. | couldn't, however, let him doit.

"Just try to makeit homefor dinner onceinawhile" | said. "And give me at least twelve hours noticeif |
have to put on adress and makeup. Sixteen if | have to clean the house for company.”



"l can handle eight and ten,” he said, the grin | loved so much flashing briefly.
"Ten and fourteen,” | countered.

"Done." He held out his hand and we shook. Then he tugged me closer and wrapped mein hisarms. "It's
past five" hesad. "I'll be getting up in just over an hour. Hardly seemsworth going back to deep.”

"Mmm," | murmured, ashe kissed my ear. "But it's so chilly. | hate to get out of bed before | absolutely
haveto."

"Don't worry," hesaid. "'l can think of away to keep us busy and warm until the alarm goes off."

He reached over and flipped off thelight, and | lost mysdlf in the dark heat of my husband's arms.

The sharp toot of ahorn pierced the early morning chaos.
"Allie" Timmy ydled at the top of hislittle lungs. "Car pool!"

"Coming, coming, coming!" My daughter pounded down the stairs, her ninety-eight pound body
managing to create about the same reverb through the house as aherd of small eephants.

"Hold up,” | said, rushing to meet her in the entrance hal.
"Mom! Late!"

"Just one second.” | opened the door and waved to Sylvia, then held up onefinger. Shelifted her arm
and made ashow of tapping her watch. | nodded, then turned back to Allie. " So what's on your agenda
today?"

She blinked, then yanked her earbuds out of her ears. "Huh?"

"Have you got any surf club things, | mean? Anything going on to prepare for the exhibition?”
"Well, yeah. | mean, it'son Saturday. I'm like ferocioudly busy thiswhole week."

"Right." Not the answer | wanted. "At the beach?"

She shot me ahooded ook, then sagged against the wall, apparently overcome by the exhaustion of
having to dedl with afreak for amother. "No, Mother. The planning meetings are held in the chem room
with Mr. Long."

"Sure. Right." That was good. "But what about Cool? | suppose he's right there pitching in with the
planning?”

Sylviatooted the horn twice. | waved. Shethrew her handsin the air and gestured for Allieto get amove
on.

"| gottago." Allietook step, managing to scoot past me out the door. | watched as she raced down the
sdewalk, then did into the car next to Susan, Sylvias daughter.

| told myself thered be no reason for Coal to be there. After attacking me last night—and, worse,
reveding himself asademon—I figured he was probably going to avoid the school and Coastdl Mists
until whatever plan heldd set in motion was underway. In the meantime heldd spend his days and nights
running around San Diablo wresking al sorts of demonic nonsense. He had no reason to bother my



daughter. No reason at all.
Except, of course, that she was my daughter.
No, no, no!

| raced back to the kitchen and snatched up the cordless phone. Then | dided Allies number and waited
impetiently for her to answer.

"Mom?'

"Hey, hon."

"Um, don't take thisthe wrong way, but, like, what's up with you today?*
"l just never got an answer fromyou, that'sdl. Is Cool at al these planning meetings?
"Why?

"Allie"" | said, usng my I'm-the-Mother voice. "Just answer the question.”
"Fine. No. He never comesto the school. Only the practices at the beach.”
"Right. Good. Okay, then."

"Mom?'

"Yesh, hon?'

"Y ouwannatdl mewhat'sgoing on?

| didn't, of course, but she needed to know something. Not only was she going to think her mother was
insaneif | stayed silent, but | wanted her to be on her guard.

"I've heard some things about Cool," | said. "1 don't want you around him."

"Whet kind of things?"

"I'll tell you later," | said, hoping that by thetime later rolled around, she'd have forgotten the question.
"I'm sexrious, Allie. Now's not the time or the place.”

"Fine. Whatever. But you're wrong about him. He's not just some brain-fried surfer dude. He'slike totaly
smart." A pause, then, "Hang on." | heard the muffle of discussion as she kept her hand over the
microphone, then, " Susan says he's not just smart, but hel'stotally into the community. And his girlfriend's
even amuseum docent. | saw her last week, and she'stotally mousy.”

"Andthisisrelevant why?"
"Becauseif he'sadeaze, held have some bimbo bikini-babe girlfriend, right?"

The holesin her reasoning were large and looming, but now redlly wasn't thetime. So | complimented her
and Susan on their astounding feat of logic, asked them to humor me and avoid Cool, and made Allie
promise to come straight home after her surf club meeting.



When | hung up, | fet only mildly better. At least David would be at the meeting. If nothing ese, hed
keep Allie safe.

| reluctantly shoved thoughts of surfer-demons out of my head. | would have liked to have spent the day
scouring the city in search of Coal, but that wasn't an option. | had asick boy at home. Plus, | had
furniture deliveries scheduled. The demons might not be taking a day off, but | had no choice.

"Mommy?' Timmy padded into the kitchen, Boo Bear under onearm. "Isit aschool day?

"No, kiddo. Today you're homewith me." | bent down and felt hisforehead. Cool, thank goodness.
"School tomorrow, unlessyou get sick again.”

He puffed out hislittle chest. "I'm not sick.”

"Nope, you're totdly heathy. Want to read some books?"

"Wockets!" he shouted. "Wockets and pockets!”

| readily agreed, more than happy to wile away sometime with Dr. Seuss.

| found the book, settled Tim on my lap, then started to read, laughing as he bounced and blurted out the
nonsense (and real) words. After that book (twice) we moved on to One Fish, Two Fish, and then The
Cat in the Hat. After that, | begged off, fearing if we read any more, I'd think in rhyme for the rest of the

day.

"Let'scheckthe TV," | said, clicking it on. Dora the. Explorer burst onto the screen and my kid made
happy noises.

"St with me, Momma!"

"Sure, kiddo." | snuggled up with him, and let myself get lost in the show, feding the pain of Dora, Boots,
Tiko, and the others as they tried to get to the City of Lost Toysto find their missing treasures. | was
humming aong, when Lauratapped at the back door. | extricated mysdlf from Timmy and unlocked the
door for her, careful to closeit and reset the alarm.

Since Timmy was entranced, we retreated for the breskfast table. "I've got news," Laurasaid, as soon as
we sat.

"Sodo . Cool'sademon.”

Her entire expression crumpled. "Well, damn! What's the point of being the research sidekick if | cantt
even tell you something you don't know."

"If it'sany consolation, | never got the chance to check him with holy water. But | watched him change
into aHell mongter. Not apretty sight.” | explained about the newly minted Cread ey-demon and how I'd
gonelooking for him. "l found him," | said. "Him and Cool "

"Wow," Laurasaid. Shereached into her tote bag and pulled out some computer printouts. "Here," she
said, pushing one toward me. It was a newspaper article dated from late November. The story reported
aterrible wipeout by ceebrity surfer Cooley Claymore, known to hisfansas Cool. " ‘A sigh of relief
swept over the entire surfing community after an unconscious Cool was resuscitated by quick-acting
lifeguards who performed CPR and mouth-to-mouth, despite the surfer having been unresponsive for
over eight minutes.™



"Well, now we know how long he's been ademon,” | said. "We just don't know what he wants."

We spent the rest of the day tossing around useless theories and trying to track down Cool. Laurafound
an address on the Internet, but when we called the gpartment complex, we were told hed moved out.

Lauraleft when the furniture deliverymen came, promising to keep working. | didn't hold out much hope,
though. The demon Cool wouldn't want to be found.

Onawhim, | caled the school and asked to speak to David Long. Miraculoudy, he called me back
within the hour, explaining that I'd called right before his off period. "So what'sup?'

"Cool," | sad. "Do you have an address?’
"In the market for acelebrity boy toy?'
"Absolutdly," | said.

"Hold on. Let me check my file"" | heard him rifling through papers, and then his voice came back on the
line. He read off an address, but | didn't copy it down. Lauraand | had aready cdled; | knew that Cool
had moved on.

| confirmed with David that Cool was definitely not going to be anywhere near the planning session that
afternoon. Then | signed off and drummed my fingers on the table until the furniture guys signaled to me.
Then | spent the next hour showing them where the various pieces went, and telling them which of the
destroyed itemsthey could cart away.

| spent the rest of the afternoon moving furniture thisway and that, pretending like | had even an inkling
of talent in the interior-decorating department. Findly, | just shoved the couch back where the old couch
had been and called it aday.

Allie came home, pronounced the new furniture "okay," then went upstairsto do homework. Timmy
immediately got chocolate smears on the sofa. Eddie announced that the floral print was "too damn
frou-frou.”" And Stuart wandered in so exhausted that he didn't even notice.

Nice to know my domestic efforts are gppreciated.

Assoon asl'd put Timmy into bed, | followed suit, anxiousfor this day to be over and tomorrow to
arrive. At least then | could get back to demon hunting. My efforts there might not be acknowledged, but
at least | knew they were appreciated.

Chapter Fifteen

| was S0 anxious to get back to work Thursday morning that only the tiniest bit of mommy guilt peeked
out as| dropped Timmy &t day care. And when Miss Sdlly told him that they were going to be finger
painting that day, the guilt vanished in a puff, erased by the toothy grin that spread acrossthe face of my
soon to be purple, orange, and blue child. (No matter how hard the school inssts that the kids wear
smocks, my child ways comes homein psycheddic colors. That, however, isasmall priceto pay for
guilt reduction.)

Back home, | made afresh pot of coffee and tried to decide where to start. Asthe coffee brewed, |
skimmed the paper, my heart sopping when | saw the smdll article on the front of the Metro section.



Jason Pamer, ajunior at Coronado High School, was found besten to desth in an aley near the
community college. "Mr. Pamer held a4.0 grade point average, was amember of the marching band,
editor of the newspaper, and the treasurer of the surf club.” The article ended with details regarding the
funerd and memorid.

I'd just finished reading it, when the phone rang.
"Did you seethat article about Jason?' Lauraasked, as soon as I'd answered.

| told her I'd just finished reading it. "Alli€s going to be devagtated,” | said. "'l don't know the boy, but
shemust if he'sinthe surf club.”

"Mindy, too," Laurasaid. "From the newspaper staff. Do you think..." Shetrailed off, but | knew where
shewas going.

"| can't be pogitive. But the way everything has been going lately..."

"Yeah," Laurasaid ominoudy. "And now everything seemsto tie back to the high schoal. | swear I'm
going to pull Mindy out. St. Mary's has a Catholic school, right? Better yet, a convent. Maybe Mindy
would take to being anun.”

| laughed. "Y ou're not even Catholic."
"A minor detall,” shesad.

She wasjoking, of course. At least about the nunnery. But | knew how she felt about the school. The
same thoughts had crossed my mind, too. "At least today's Thursday,” | said. "Today, tomorrow, and
then they're off for two weeks. Surely well figure out what's going on—and stop it—before the new
semedter sarts.”

Actualy, I thought | might just keep Allie home tomorrow, and then come up with some excuse to keep
her away from the exhibition on Saturday. | didn't know what, but | had afedling bribery and threats
would haveto beinvolved. | could do that. When it comesto saving my kids, I'm really not proud.

After that, it wastota family time, and | intended to do my damnedest to keep my daughter locked in the
house, the darm system on, a crucifix around her neck, and Christmas carols playing in the background.

The phone beeped, signading an incoming cal, and so | signed off with Lauraand clicked over.
"Katherine? Sai tu?"

My hand went to my throat, and | dropped back into my chair. Stupidly, my eyesfilled with tears.
"Father Corletti,” | said. "It's so good to hear your voice."

"Father Ben hastold me of your recent trids," he said. Y ou are wdll?"
"I'mfine. My family'sfine. But I'm worried.”

"Ah, mia cara, my heart and prayers are with you."

"Thank you," | said. "But we could use afew more Hunters here.”

"Y ou know that is one request | cannot grant. Our resources are too thin, and the need is great elsawhere
intheworld aswell."



"l know," | said, feding like a petulant child. "Our problem isn't even so much manpower,” | admitted.
"It'sinformation. We haven't figured out what the Tartarus demons are up to. Werre working blind, here.”

"9 " hesad. "But if we are correct and this book isthe Mal evol enaumachia Demonica, then these
events could bring forth areign of evil such aswe have never seen.”

| shivered. Father Corletti is not prone to exaggeration. If he saysthe book could spark acrisislike
nothing ever seen on the earth, | certainly wasn't going to argue with him.

"Bedrong inyour faith, mia cara. Y ou will find the answer soon. Of that, | havefath.”
"Thank you, Father," | said, feding likealittle girl being praised by aparent.

| started to say good-bye, but stopped myself, remembering one other question | had for him. Thisone,
about Eric.

"Katherine? Areyou ill there?"
"I'm here," | said, suddenly tentative.
"Thereis something on your mind, my child?'

| couldn't help my smile. Father knew me better than almost anyone. He'd been teacher, trainer, father,
nurse. Held sat for hours at my bedside when 1'd succumbed to pneumonia after battling ademonin the
Paris catacombs in the dead of winter. And on my sixteenth birthday, he'd given methe ddlicate sillver
crucifix that | ill cherished.

| couldn't keep secrets from Father Corletti. And, honestly, | wouldn't want to.
"I've been thinking about Eric,” | said.

"Ah, my child. Y ou and Eric shared awonderful love, but you must let go. Keep himin your heart,
aways. But honor the husband you have now."

"I know," | said. "l do. Or, that is, | try." | swallowed. "Thething is, Father, | found anote."

| explained about finding the cryptic notes from Eric, the words spilling out. My uncertainty asto how
much to tell Allie, and when. My hurt that Eric kept secrets from me, secrets that seemed to grow with
every bit of information | discovered.

"But I'vereached adead end,” | said. "Father Oliver passed away, and heleft no information for me.
Whatever Eric wanted metofind isgone. | fed like I'vefailed him, Father. But at the sametime, I'm so
hurt—so angry—that he hid something this huge from me."

"I understand, child. It isnever easy to learn that what you believed isnot entirely true. But evenina
marriage, thereis till autonomy, no? Y ou are one as aunit, while remaining unique in the eyes of the
Lord."

"l... well, yes." Not that his words made me fed any better. | mean, Eric had gtill been keeping secrets.

| heard Father's soft chuckle, and redlized that he knew exactly what | wasthinking. "What do you wish
to know, child?’

My breath hitched in my throat, because | redlized what he was offering me. Father Corletti knew what
Eric had been up to. Thetrail Eric had laid out for me might have gone cold, but | could till learn the



truth. Or | could walk away from the mystery, bid good-bye to Eric, and concentrate on the family | had
now.

| closed my eyes, trying to think rationally, to parse my decision through both logic and love. Intheend, |
made the only choice | could. | asked Father to tell me about Eric.

If hewas disgppointed in me, he didn't show it, and for that, | loved him al the more. Instead, hetold me
to sit down, that what he had to say might be hard to hear.

| sat, mindlessly ripping apaper napkin to shreds as Father Corletti told me things about my first husband
that I'd never imagined.

"Eric visted Father Oliver because he was studying to be an alimentatore,” Father said.

| tried not to be shocked, but the world was spinning under me. "When? When we were in San Diablo?"
ng

"But... but... why didn't hetell me?"

"That, my child, | do not know. | assume he had not completely made up hismind to returnto Forza,
and he did not want to unnecessarily worry you."

"That'snuts," | said. "There must have been some other reason.”

"Child, I have no more information—or comfort—to give you. Other than to say that Eric Crowe loved
you very much.”

| snuffled alittle, but nodded, even though Father couldn't see me. "'l know that. | do. It'sjust, hard. All
thiscoming at meat once.”

"Perhaps you should speak to Father Donnelly.”

"Why?" Father Donnelly was on the short list of priests poised to take the helm at Forza once Father
Corletti retired.

"He supervised Father Oliver'swork with Eric. Perhaps he will have more information for you."
"Okay."

"If you are certain you wish to pursuethis, | will, transfer you to Father Donnelly's extension.”
"I'msure”

"Very well. And Katherine, remember that God iswith you dways. And, my child, soam|."

| heard click-clicking on the Line as Father Corletti put the call through. A ring, then another, and then a
maevoice. "S7?'

"Padre Donndly?Ishe available?"

"Not at the moment,” the voice replied in crisp English with only ahint of an accent. "May | tekea
message?"

| decided not to leave my name. Assuming Father Corletti didn't mention my cdl, | might be ableto catch
Father Donnelly before he'd had the chance to think about his responses. "Never mind,” | said. "Thanks



0 much."

I'm not sure how long | sat there, my head in my hands. Then | heard the scuff of achair acrossthetile
and looked up to see Eddie peering hard at me.

"What's on your mind, girl?"

What?"

"Either you're congtipated, or you're thinking deep thoughts. Whichisit?'

| frowned dightly at his choice of words, but | wasn't hismother, so let it dide. "Deep thoughts,” | said.
"Good. We're out of prunejuice.”

"Thanksfor the update,” | said.

"So what isit? The book? Y our daughter's love life? Damn demon-bugs that keep crawling over this
godforsaken town?"'

"Actudly,” | sad, "I'm thinking about Eric."

His bushy eyebrows rose above his glasses frames. "My grandson, en?' He pulled out achair. "In that
case, I'll have aseat and you can tell medl about it."

At the moment, Eddie was the closest thing | had to afather. And since | needed ashoulder to cry on, |
took him up on his offer and basically spilled my guts.

Lauratapped on the back door just as| wasfinishing my story. | let her in, then brought her up to speed
aswe traipsed back to the table. Eddie was till there, hisfingers tapping out arhythm on the Formica.

"Father Donndly," he said. "'Interesting.”
"Why?' | asked, my ears perking up a histone.

"Just that he's as crooked asthey come. If Eric was working with that one, then he musta been crooked,
too."

| reeled backwards with as much force asif hed dapped me, rage bubbling up. "What the hell are you
talking about? Thisis Eric! Y ou didn't know him. Y ou can go around pretending you're part of this
family, but you're not. Y ou don't know us, and you sure as hell don't know Eric.”

| pushed back from the table, my hand clapped over my mouth, ferocious anger warring with total
mortification. | ran out of the room and up the stairs, then fell onto my bed, pulling apillow tight against
my chest.

| knew | was overreacting, | knew it. But I'd been hit too hard lately to even bother trying to rein my
emotionsin. Damn Eddie! What right did he have to trash Eric's good name? My husband wasn't
corrupt. Theideawas completely absurd.

| closed my eyesand buried my facein the pillow. Aspissed as| was, | till hated myself for lashing out.
| may have only known Eddie for afew months, but | did love him, and | knew heloved me. Hewas
brash and obnoxious and often thoughtless, but he'd never hurt me on purpose.

On accident, though. Well, held definitely got me good, there.



| heard a soft tap on the door, then felt the mattress shift as someone sat down next to me. | opened my
eyesto see Eddie peering a me. "Wannatake apunch at me? Just do it in my gut. Beacrimeto ruin
such a perfect nose.”

| smiled despite myself. "No punches. I'm sorry | yelled at you."

He stroked my hair. "No, girl, | deserved it. Never liked Father Donnelly, and | opened my mouth
without thinking. Maybe he ain't corrupt after al. Father Corletti likes the pansy-assjerk, so maybe he's

okay."
| propped mysdlf up on my ebow, Hill listening.

"And even if therat-bastard's as crooked as the day islong, well, that ain't no reason for meto go
accusing Eric of throwing in with him. Eric might not've known. Or maybe he was trying to trap
Donrdly.”

Laurasat down on the other side of the bed. "Like a sheriff going in to clean up an outlaw town.”
"Thet'sit, girlie”

| amost managed agrin, liking the picture of Eric stepping up to battle corruption wherever hefound it. |
il didn't like him keeping the battle a secret from me, but if he had to have a secret, | wanted it to bea
noble one.

Actudly, themore | thought about it, the more plausible Eddi€e's revised-and-more-pal atabl e theory
sounded. After dl, chasing after corruption can easily get aguy killed...

"Kate?' Laurapressed ahand to my shoulder. "Y ou okay?"

| sat up, nodding and fedling alittlefoolish. "I'mfine. I'm sorry," | said to Eddie.
"No need," he said. "And that offer to punch me still stands.”

| shot him awry look. "I'll saveit for when | redlly need it.”

| splashed water on my face, and we al traipsed back downstairs. I'd just poured afresh cup of coffee
when the phone rang. | answered, surprised to find David Long on the other end of the line.

"I need to tak to you," he said. ""Can you meet me?"
"What? Right now?'
"Yegh. Right now."

"l..." | made ashooshing gesture to Lauraand Eddie, who were asking who it wasin very
non-whisperish stage whispers. "David, what's this about?"

"Have you read the paper thismorning?"

| tensed, fearing | knew where this conversation was going. "Y eah.”

"Then you saw the article about Jason Pamer."

"Yes, | did. I'm so sorry. He sounded like agood kid."

"Hewasagood kid." | heard David draw in anoisy breeth. "It'sal related,” hefindly said. "Jason. The



dead guy in the janitor's basement. And more.”
Uh-oh.

| sayed silent.

"Kate?"

"I'll meet you," | said. "' At the cathedral." Asmuch as| hated to admit it, | still wasn't certain about David
Long. There were too many questions. He may have passed the holy water test, but he knew too much,

and | wasn't going to be completely satisfied until he walked on holy ground. And even then, | wanted a
damn good explanation.

"The cathedrd," he repested, speaking dowly.
"Isthat okay?"

A pause, then, "Yeah. Sure. | can do that.”
"Gregat. See you there."

| hung up the phone and looked from Laurato Eddie. "I guess now well seewhat David Long ismade
of."

Eddie and Father Ben were with me, the three of us Sitting on astep just in front of the communion rail,
when David stepped through the doors. He paused, then saw us and lifted hischinin sllent
acknowledgment.

"Comejoinus" | sad, watching him carefully.

He heditated, but he came, taking one step and then another down the aide toward the dtar. | searched
hisfacefor hints of pain. Nothing.

| still wasn't sure what David's story was, but at least | knew he wasn't a demon.
"l didn't realize we'd have company,” he said, as soon as he'd reached the three of us.

| shrugged. "Father Ben and Eddie are interested in the kind of story you're hereto tell. Besides, I'll tell
them after the fact, anyway. They might aswdl hear it firghand.”

He considered that, then nodded, reaching out to hold the communion rail. "1 don't Suppose you're going
to tell mewhat you three musketeers are up to?"'

"Y ou supposeright,” | said. "Y ou came hereto tell me something. So tell.”

"It's about the boy who died. Jason Pamer. He was badly mutilated. But he was wearing asurf club
jacket and o the police brought mein, hoping | could identify the body."

"Could you?' Father Ben asked.
"Yes." He shivered, looking alittle green. "Yes, | could recognize him."
"I'm so sorry,” | said, reaching out to brush hisdeeve.

"l saw something,”" he said, shaking himsdf and squaring his shoulders. "When they brought mein. The



boy had aring. He woreit on achain around his neck.”
"A ring?' Eddie asked. "What kind of ring."

"Thick, likeaclassring, but with planetary symbols engraved al over it." He watched our faces, but none
of usreacted. Maybe Ben and Eddie had aclue, but | didn't know why | should care about a planet ring.

"Asmodeus," hefinaly said, hisvoiceflat. "Were deding with Asmodeus”

"We're dealing with?' | repested, even as Eddie blurted out, "Holy Mother of God," then crossed himsdif.
"Sorry 'bout that, Father."

"Thefedingismutud,” Father Ben said. And then, to David, "Y ou're sure?"

"About Asmodeus? No. How could | be? But with the ring—with everything that's been happening—I'd
say it'sadamn good bet.”

"Wait, wait, wait," | said, holding up ahand and turning to rail on David. "Who the hdll are you and why
do know about demons?*

"I'monyour Sde, Kate."
| shook my head, holding firm. "That's not good enough. Not good enough by along shot.”

"Kate." Father Ben's hand closed on my arm. "L ook at where we are." He swept hisarm out, indicating
the length and breadth of the sanctuary. "Thereswork to be done here. For now, let'strust him."

| looked from the padre to Eddie, who nodded. | drew in abreath, fised my hands, and gavein. They
wereright. "But weregoing to talk,” | said. "And it damn well better be good.”

"Well tak."

"Asmodeus,” Father Ben said, getting us back on track.

"Hold on,” I said. "I'm about five minutes behind you guys. Who's Asmodeus?'
"A demon,” David sad.

"Thank you," | retorted. "That much | figured out.”

"A High Demon," Eddie said. "And one of the tricksters. He teaches his followers skillsto entice, then
bequesths them with aspecid ring."

"With planetsonit,” | said. "But what's so specia about thering?”
"It bestows on hisfollowersthe power of invighility.”
"Wow," | said, looking to Father Ben for confirmation. "Redly?'

"I'veread alittle bit about this demon,” he said. "Heis said to have possessed Jeanne des Anges, anun at
Loudun. That takes extreme power. He's not a demon you want to messwith."

"But he'shere” | sad. "Messing with us”

"It looksthat way," David said.



"But if Jason had the demon'sring, then we must be getting close to an answer, right?’ | asked. "l mean,
he must have got it from someone. Or somewhere." | looked at the men. " Could it have come through the
book? Do you know about the book?' | added, the question directed to David.

"l figured it out,” he said, the answer making me frown. "But | don't know whether the book can produce
aring."

Honestly, the possibility seemed ridiculous. Although when you tossed an invisibility ring into the mix,
maybe it wasn't o absurd.

"Don't think s0," Father Ben said, apparently not thinking theideawasridiculousat al. "From what I've
read, the book can only conjure words. Although..."

"Although? Although doesn't sound good.”

"Under certain circumstances, the book can conjure spirits," he said.

"Other demons?'

"I'm not certain,” he admitted. "But the book definitely can't conjure objects.”

"So someone had to give thering to Jason,” | said. "But who?"

As soon as| said the question, | knew the answer. "Cool," | said. "It hasto be Cool."
David'sforehead creased. "What makes you say that?"

| shot aquestioning look at Father Ben, who nodded. | drew in abreath, hoping we weren't wrong about
David. Then | filled himin, telling him what we'd learned about Cool, Coastal Migts, and Dermott
Sndar.

"So Cool'sademon,” hesaid. "But is he the demon Asmodeus? And if heis, what does he want?"

"I've got a couple of ideas about that,” Eddie said. " Our buddy Asmo used to be one of the order of
sergphim, right?'

"Wdll, don't look at me," | said. "I just work here."

"Right," David said. He shifted hisweight from one foot to the other. | looked a him, my eyes narrow.
"My off period,” hesaid. "If I'm not back intime, I'll be the one called to the principa’s office." He
nodded at Eddie. "But I've got sometime. Y ou were saying?"

"Sergphim's one of the highest orders of angels. So Asmo had the farthest to fall. And he's probably
pretty ticked off about that, don't you know?"

"Revenge?' | asked.

"Bingo," Eddie said. "He freesthose demonsin Tartarus, and he's got some damn powerful dlies. A
nearly invincible army to wreek hell on Earth.”

"Okay, but how?' | asked. We all looked at each other, clueless.
"Looks likeit'sback to research," Father Ben said.

| checked my watch. "If it'stimefor research, | think that's my cueto leave. Besides, | need to go rescue



Laurafrom my son.”
"I need to get back to school,” David said.

Eddie said held stay and do some research with the padre, and Father Ben promised to deliver him home
sometime that evening.

David and | walked to the parking |ot together, the silence between us an odd mixture of tension and
familiarity. Or maybe it wasthe familiarity that was making metense.

"Getin," | said. "Weneed totak."
"I'vegot my car."
"Jugt getin'

| thought he was going to argue again, but then he nodded. He kept one hand pressed againgt his
stomach as he climbed into the passenger seet, then leaned back and closed his eyes.

"You look alittle green." He did, too. And hisforehead had broken out in beads of swedt.
"I'mfightingacold,” hesad.

| shot afrown hisdirection. | didn't like the unhealthy way helooked, but at the sametime, | knew | was
being foolish. The fact that he looked like shit now—away from the cathedral, in acar, on the
asphat—was purely coincidental. There was absolutely no way he could have stood in that cathedra and
talked to usif he were ademon. My suspicions were not only absurd, they were petty. Likeresdua
distrust from theway held waltzed in al knowledgeable about Asmodeus. Asif | were jedousthat David
had stolen the limdight or something. Dumb, dumb, dumb.

Beside me, he closed his eyes and rubbed histemples.
"I think the coldiswinning,” | said.

He opened hiseyeslong enough to am awesk smilea me. "And here | thought | had thisfighting thing
down."

| wasn't sure what to say to that, so | didn't say anything, just concentrated on driving. By the time we
reached the bottom of the hill and turned onto the Coast Highway, David's eyes were open, he was
gtting up straight, and his skin no longer looked green.

"Better?'

"Yeah. | don't know. Maybe something | ate. It comes and goes. Right now, | guessit'sgoing.”
"Good." | glanced a him. "What's your story, David Long?"

"Damn. | thought my invalid status would postpone the inevitable.”

"Sorry. No such luck.”

"What do you want to know?"

"Well, for garters, why do you know so much about demons? And why did you fed the urgeto call and
tell me about Jason'sring?’



"Y ou seem like awoman with discriminating tastein jewe ry?”
"Nicetry, but no."

"Do get pointsfor credtivity?'

"David..."

"It seemed like the thing to do. Find aring that suggests demonic activity, who elsewould you cal but a
Demon Hunter?!

| tensed, my arms on the steering wheel going rigid. "1 don't know what you're talking about.”

"No?Wél, | canfill you in. Katherine Connor, nee Andrews, formerly Katherine Crowe. Level Four
Demon Hunter with the Forza Scura, recently reactivated after fifteen years of retirement.”

Hiswords sent a cold chill through me, and | ripped the steering whed! to theright, damming on the
brakes as we hit the shoulder. At the sametime, | reached into the map pocket with my left hand and
pulled out theice pick I'd stashed there. My right arm shot out in a bastardization of a protective motion,
catching him acrossthe throat as | twisted to face him, jamming the sted point againgt his carotid artery.

"Jesus, Kate!"

| kept my voice low, dangerous. "There are only a handful of people on this planet who know what you
just said. Y ou're not one of them.”

"Kate, no. I'm on your sde.”

"How do you know dl that?' | hissed. "And if | don't like the answer, I'm diding this through your throat.
And your eye, too, just to make sure.”

"Y ou think I'm ademon?' He made alittle hmmm sound and nodded. "Y eah, well, | guess under the
circumstances that makes sense.”

| jabbed the pick, drawing atiny drop of blood. " Talk."
"l know about you because | know Hunters.”

"Areyouin Forza?' | couldn'timaginethat hewas. After my pathetic pleafor help, surdly, Father
Corletti would have told meif another Hunter wasin town.

"I'm not," he said, after the briefest of hesitations. "I'm rogue. And | called you because when | saw the
ring | redlized thiswastoo big for meto handle done."

"Forza Huntersaren't in the habit of sharing information with rogues,” | said. A lot of rogue hunters were
dangerous, willing to sacrifice humansfor the "greater good” of eradicating the demon parasites from the
face of the earth. To my mind—and to Forza's—that decision restswith God.

"I never intended to bearogue,” hesaid. "l swear. But thereés aneed. Dammit, Kate, you can't deny that
therésaneed.”

| watched him, saying nothing as the van rocked in the wake of the outside traffic. He didn't blink, didn't
swesat, didn't cower. Just looked straight ahead, and waited for me to decide.

| took theice pick off hisneck, but kept it poised and ready. | was starting to trust him again, but |



wasn't thereyet. "Who?' | said. "Tdl mewho these Huntersin Forza are that you know so well. The
oneswho told you dl about me."

He closed hiseyes, and | saw his chest rise and fal as he drew in abreath, then exhaed. He turned to
face me, hisgray eyes sharp. "Kate, do you redly have to ask?"

A shiver ripped through me and the pick tumbled from my hand as| lifted it to my mouth. He bent
forward and picked it up, holding the stedl and passing it back to me. | ignored it.

"Enic?'

"Hewsas... Let'sjust say that | knew him well."

"Youleft methekey."

He nodded. "Eric asked meto."

"But why now? After five years?'

"A lot of reasons,” hesaid. "But it boils down to finding you. It just took methat long."
"Why?

He sighed. "Some other time, Kate. If you don't trust me, then you can put that ice pick to good use. But
I'm not living those years again right now. Not even for you."

| let that settlein, then decided | could livewithit. Not that | had achoice. | wanted to hear about Eric.
About how David knew him. About the conversations they'd had and the things David had seen. |
wanted to draw every ounce of my husband from this man, then hold it tight in my heart.

So | had to trust him. | needed him.
| think he knew that.

Frustrated, | jerked the car back into drive, waited for an opening in traffic, and gunned it. We went the
rest of thedrivein silence, and | pulled into the parking lot at the school just as classes were changing.
"Rightontime" | said.

He opened his door and got out, but leaned back insde before shutting the door. "'I'm going Cool hunting
tonight,” he said. "I'll be on the boardwalk, by the lifeguard stand between Main and Ocean at seven.
Will | seeyou there?

"I don't know," | said, even though | did. So far we'd had no luck finding Cool. | doubted we'd get [ucky
enough to find him hanging around the surf, but | had to at least try.

I'd have to extricate myself from my family, of course. But I'd manage somehow.
"Kate?' David was watching me, his hand poised to dam the car door.
"I'll bethere," | said. Somehow, 1'd be there.

Chapter Sixteen



| leaned againgt the door of the pantry, wondering if my family would noticeif | served Cat Chow for
dinner. Probably. | debated ordering pizza, decided that would take too long, then put some water on to
boil. Mac and cheese it was.

What the hell, right? Stuart would undoubtedly belate, Alliewould pick at her food and then egt graham
crackersin her room, and Timmy would be out of hismind with glee.

Asif he could hear me thinking about him, Timmy scampered in from the living room, Boo Bear tight in
his hands. "Cookie, Mommy? Want a cookie."

"No way, sport. It'samost dinnertime. We're having macaroni and cheese.”

He stared at me. Hislip quivered. | tensed, but it wastoo late. "NOOOO. Turkey and apples! Don't like
stupid macaroni!"

| crossed my arms over my chest and stared him down.
"Timothy Connor, you love macaroni and cheese. And stupid's not anice thing to say.”
"You're stupid!" heyelled, just as Eddie wandered into the room.

"Okay, young man. Time-out." | took him by the arm, stedling mysdlf against his ear-piercing howls of
protest. | parked him in the corner, then shot awarning finger when he started to walk away. "Stay,” |
sadin my most firm Mommy voice. He puffed out hislipsin apout, but he stayed.

In the kitchen, | pulled apackage of diced turkey from the fridge, dong with ashiny red apple. Asl
washed the apple, then started to skin and diceiit, | cradled the telephone handset against my ear and
dided Lauras number. "Any chance you can watch Timmy tonight?" | asked.

"Hot date?"
"Hot asHell," | said, thoughts of demons mixing with thoughts of David.
"When do you need me?"

"About an hour? Should be easy enough. Alliesin her room doing homework, and Timmy just got a
time-out, so hell be happy to have someone around to coddle him.”

Asif on cue, Timmy caled out for me. "Istime-out over?
"It'sover," | said. "Comeon in here and eat your turkey and apple.”
Hisvoicefiltered back at me through the wall. "Noooooo! Mac and cheese! Mac. And. CHEESE!"

| resisted the urge to succumb to aprimal scream. "No problem, swesetie. Mac and cheeseitis” To
Laura, | said smply, "Help."

Shelaughed. "I'll beright over."

Trueto her word, she and Mindy appeared at my back door about ten minutes | ater, just as| was
dishing mac and cheeseinto Timmy's bowl, the third coursein his mest, fruit, pastamedl.

Mindy bounded up the stairs, and Laurafollowed me back into the kitchen. "I know where Stuart is,” she
sad. "But where's Eddie?"



"Still with Ben, | think." | filled her in on everything we'd learned from David. "'l hope they're making
some progress, because | don't have a clue what Cool is planning.”

The garage door creaked and | jumped amile. "Stuart?' | shot aglance toward Laura. "He's never
ealy!"

Still, unless someone else had commandeered our garage door opener, my husband was about to walk
through that door. And I'd lay odds that he/d come home early as a concession to me. To eat dinner with
me. To have anicelittle family moment.

Unfortunately, | had a date to go demon hunting.

"Hey, there," he said, tossing his briefcase on the kitchen counter and giving me akiss on the cheek. "And
hey to you, too." He planted akiss on Timmy's head.

"Mac and chees2!" Timmy said happily.

"So | see Hey, Laura"

Shewaved afeeble hand.

"Got enough Kraft for me, too?!

"Jugt about,” | said. "But..." | trailed off, looking at Laura helplessly.

"I've kind of commandeered Kate for the night,” she said, jJumping in like atrue best friend. "1, um, | hope
you don't mind. | need her to, you know, help me with some stuff." She gestured vaguely toward her
house,

"I'm sorry, swestie. | didn't redize you'd be homefor dinner, so | told Laural'd, you know, help her.”

"Right," hesaid. "Sure." | could see the disappointment in his eyes, and for amoment, | let the guilt wash
over me. | figured | deserved it.

| left Timmy with Stuart (who surprised me by not protesting too much) then headed over to Laura'sto
help with her fabricated project. | hadn't been able to sneak up to the attic, so my only wesapon tonight
was the holy water in my purse, my handy-dandy barrette, and a barbeque skewer | borrowed from
Laura. That was okay. I'd make do.

Because | dso didn't have acar, | borrowed Lauras Lexusto go meet David. All of which put me about
ten minutes late arriving at the lifeguard stand. | waited, turning adow circle as| scoped out the areafor
David... and for any potential demons.

Nothing.
| checked my watch. Fifteen past seven. And no sign of David. Damn.

| shifted my weight from one foot to the other, trying to decide what to do. Not that hard of adecision,
though. | wasthere. David wasn't. Which meant | was going hunting on my own.

| walked down the boardwalk toward the Coronado Crest Hotel, keeping an eye out for any known
demons.

| wasn't seeing anyone, though. No one except tight groups of Christmas shoppers ducking in and out of



the little shops across the street, and afew couples walking hand in hand on the beach.

My eyes darted to the hotel patio as| passed, thinking about Paul and Lauraand me and Stuart. | shook
my head, shooing the thoughts away. | was awalking target out here; | needed to stay focused.

The boardwalk ended at the hotel parking lot, and | stood for asecond, trying to decide what to do. |
could cross down the beach to the surf and continue walking, or | could backtrack, checking out the
passersby again, and seeif David had shown up at the lifeguard stand yet.

| decided on the second option. As much as | wanted to find Cool and company, | really didn't have any
reason to believe he was here tonight. And if | was going to wander the beach, aimlessy looking for a
neon sign flashing "demon™ then | wanted company.

I'd walked about twenty yardswhen | heard it—soft footfals behind me, keeping in step with me, and
pausing when | paused. | tensed and stopped. The footsteps stopped, too.

"Yourelae," | said, then spun around to find David grinning behind me.
"You werelate," he said.

"No excuse to snesk up on me.”

"You knew | wasthere," he said. "By definition, | wasn't snesking.”

"I'm suretherésaflaw inyour logic," | said ashefdl in step beside me. "But give me alittletimeto figure
out what itis"

"I'll giveyou dl thetime you need,” he said.

| glanced sideways at him, wondering at both histone and hiswords. But hisface was blank, his eyes
focused on the area.

| took my cue from him, and we spent the next hour hunting demons. .. with absolutely no success.
Frustrated, | stopped on the boardwalk and looked around, taking in the beach and the stores across the
sreet. If we cdled it anight, | could squeeze in some Christmas shopping before the stores closed at ten.
"L et's make one more pass through the areg, and if nothing jumps out at us—"

“Literdly."
"—then wéell wrap thisup,” | concluded, shooting him a"be serious’ look.

We walked the length of the boardwalk again, then cut down to the beach. We walked a ong the water,
not talking, both of uslistening and looking.

Besde us, the ocean churned about as noisily as the thoughtsin my head. | hadn't patrolled with anyone
since Eric had died. Even on the few occasionsthat 1'd wanted help with the footwork, Eddie and | had
covered different sections of the town. So now, to be walking alongside thisman, well, thewhole
gtuation was surred.

Bitterswest, too, especidly since David had known Eric. Time and again, | tensed, turning just dightly,
the words right there. But | couldn't make them come. | wanted so badly to ask him about Eric. To share
gories. To have him tell me funny little things that would make my husband come diveto meagain.

| couldn't do it, though. Now wasn't the time. And, honestly, I'm not sureit ever would be.



Wewaked dong thewater until we were even with the lifeguard stand again. Then we plodded through
the sand back up toward the boardwal k.

"No one," hesaid. "I'm disappointed, but not too surprised.”
"Me, too."

We stood at the corner, waiting for the light to change to cross PCH and get over to the shopson Main,
lovely little art gleries, jewery shops, ice cream parlors, and beach gear stores. In other words, a
mishmash of goods geared mostly for the tourigts, but il fun for locds.

Thelight changed and | started to cross, David at my side. "'l want to pick up something for Allieand
Laura" | said. "But | have an ideaabout Cool. Y ou up for shopping?’

"Shopping?' Helooked pained. "I suppose it won't kill me.”

"Probably not,” | agreed. Weturned into thefirst store, Escape, atiny boutique with arange of
everything—carved wooden boxes, slver and beaded jewdry, funky wall art, and trinkets made from
seashdlls. | picked up anautilus shell and held it out for David to see. "I think the ocean must have
something to dowithiit," | said. "Whatever it is”

"I'mligening.”
"Why dse would Asmodeus pick asurfer body?

"He may not have picked it," David said. "Demons tend to not be picky. They take whatever body
comesavailable”

The man had apoint, and | considered that, shifting my theory as| ran my hand over adisplay of ankle
bracelets made from polished stone beads. "What do you think? For Allie?"

Hetook it from meand held it up. "Pretty. Does she like blue? She's always seemed more the pink type
tome"

| laughed. "When she wasllittle, she went through a phase where she wore only pink. Thankfully, we
moved through that one without damageto life or limb."

"Probably best not to rouse the beast, then." He grabbed a bracel et off the rack and passed it to me.
"How about thisone?"

Muted oranges and browns, natura colorsthat would not only look great against Alli€stan, but also fit
nicely in her organic, earth-friendly, eco-awareness phase.

"I'mimpressed,” | said. "A mae of the specieswith areasonable shopping suggestion.”
"Dont tell anyone," hesaid. "They'll revoke my membership in the Manly Man Club.”
"I'm amazed they let you joininthefirst place”

He put ahand over hisheart. "Kate, you wound me."

"Wait asecond,” | said. "'l think we're onto something.”

nWel?l



"All right. I'm onto something. What | said aminute ago about not letting you into the boy's club in the
firg place

His mouth twitched. "Y ou think Cool's amember?"

"What | think, Mr. Comedian, isthat this surf exhibition is somehow key."
"Goon."

"When did you add Cool to the ticket?"

"About three weeks ago," David said.

"He wiped out about amonth ago,” | said. "So unless he needs the surfers or the beach or the ocean,
why would a demon bother with ahigh school surf exhibition?"

"Jason brought Cool to the surf club,” David said thoughtfully.
"What do you mean?"

"The exhibition was originaly going to be just that. The kids showing off afew tricks. Wed sdl some
food, someraffletickets. Stll for charity, but we weren't planning on bringing in that much money."

"And then Jason shows up one day with the ideathat Cool step in as a celebrity surfer? Someone who'd
redly sl tickets?'

"Exactly," David said.

"And now Jason's dead. It doesn't make sense.”

"It doesif Jason didn't realize what he'd gotten himsdf into—"

"And didn't want anything to do withit," | said, finishing histhought.

"Exadtly.”

"It'snot just the ocean or the beach then. Thiswhole thing must center around the exhibition.”

"Saturday," he said. "Whatever Cool's plan s, it soundslikeit's going to happen at noon on Saturday.
That givesusjust over thirty-six hoursto save San Diablo. Maybe the world.”

"Great," | said. "l was afraid we were going to be rushed.”

"Mo-om! Have you gone mentd ?'

"For suggesting you stay home from school today? Why isthat mental? | thought you'd be kissing my
feet?' Allieand | were faced off, her at the top of the stairs, me at the bottom. She was dressed for
schoal, fully decked out in cheerleader garb for the last-period assembly that would kickoff Christmas
vacation.

"I've got respongibilities, Mom! I'm on the end of the first row in the second routine. If I'm not there, the
whole thing's gonna crash and burn.”

"Right. I'm sorry. You'reright." | held up my handsin defedt. | may not have done the high school thing,
but | was smart enough to know when | was beaten. And David would be there. At least | knew he'd



keep an eye on her.

As soon as Alliewas out the door, | packed Timmy into the van and took him to KidSpace. On the drive
back, | tried to think what to do now. | had the entire day laid out in front of me. An entire day without
husband or kids. A full, uninterrupted span of time | could devote to eradicating demons from the face of
the earth.

Too bad | had no ideawhere to start.

| got back home and grabbed the 409, then started going over the kitchen countertops with afrenzy
borne of nervous energy. It wasthe last day of school before vacation and the day before the exhibition.
All points were converging on tomorrow, but | didn't have a clue what to do now.

If I didn't figure something out soon, my house would be spotless. Not abad dedl for my family, but for
San Diablo asawhole, | predicted dire consequences.

Eddie padded into the kitchen, grunted at me, and made a bedline for the coffee.
"Learn anything yesterday ?"

His eyes narrowed, but he didn't say anything, just moved to the kitchen table and took asip. | scowled
a him, then threw down my rag and grabbed the Swiffer WetJet from the pantry. While | attacked the
floors, Eddie attacked his coffee.

I'd scrubbed the entire kitchen and moved on to the breakfast room when hefindly grunted at me. "Not
adamn thing. Thousands of booksin the cathedrd archive, and not one mention of the
Malevolenaumachia Demonica." He pointed abony finger at me. "Y ou want to fight demons, you need
information. Damned organization is behind thetimes, that's what. Living in the damned fifteenth century.”

"Behind thetimes? Forza?'

"Databases! PDF files! Scansand uploads! All that techno mumbo jumbo your daughter blathers on
about al day. Y ou wannatdl mewhy not one of Forza's research books are on the Internet? Far as|
know, your esteemed ancient organization doesn't even have awebsite."”

| leaned againgt my Swiffer handle and stared at him. ™Y ou want computerized information? Has Hell
frozen over? Are monkeysflying?'

"You laugh, but I'm right. Y ou mark my words."
"Isthisabout Allie? Or that librarian you like?'

Thetipsof hisearsturned pink. "Y ou leave her out of it. That woman knows her stuff. She's not trapped
inthe pagt.”

"Right," | said, turning away to hidemy grin.

Eddie grumbled something | couldn't quite make out. When 1'd managed to get my face well enough
under control so that | could turn back, 1 found him scowling a me.

| held my hands up in supplication. "I'm not disagreeing with you. But you're the man who until amonth
ago thought the Internet was a high-speed freeway in Germany.”

"I never thought any such thing.”



"Uh-huh."
"Well, they cdl the damn thing asuperhighway,” he muttered.

"Atany rate" | sad, faling into the chair opposite him. "I takeit you haven't found anything useful. In
books or online?’

"Youtakeit right," hesaid. Hefrowned at me. "The padre and | kept at it until about ten last night. When
| got home, lover boy said you were out with Laura. Some crisis or other. She okay?!

The warmth in his voice made me smile. Aswith the rest of us, Eddie had adopted Mindy and Lauraasif
they werefamily. "She'sfing" | said. "Wdll, she'snat, actudly. The whole thing with Paul is egting & her.
But | wasn't with her last night.”

Eddi€'s bushy browswaggled. "Oh, no? Where were you then?!

"Patralling,” | said. "With David," | added to the table-top, feding unreasonably guilty.

"Oh, ho," he said. "And you didn't want Stu-boy to know."

"I didn't want Stuart to know about the patrolling,” | said sharply. "David had nothing to do with it."
"Right," Eddiesaid. "Sure."

| got up and poured myself a cup of coffee. | needed to keep my hands busy so | wouldn't throttle the
man. "Areyou finished giving me grief?" | asked, my back to him. "Or should | wait alittle longer to tell
you what we learned?”

"Wait alittlelonger,” hesad. "I'm gtill amusing mysdf watching you squirm.”

"Eddie!" | whipped around, glaring a him. "It'sthe surf exhibition! The exhibition that Allies desperateto
go to tomorrow! Now do you want to be serious? Or shal we just leave it to chance that our girl's going
to be okay?'

His shouldersrose and fdll, his eyes darkening. He took asip of coffee, then put the cup down hard on
the table. Then helooked a me, every trace of humor gone. "Tell me everything,” hesaid. And | did.

Haf an hour later, I'd run him through dl that had happened. From learning that David was arogue, to
hunting with him last night, to finally reaching our theory that everything centered on the exhibition.

"It'sagood theory," he said. "What are you going to do about it?"

"I don't know," | admitted. "Keep Allie away, that'sfor sure. And in the meantime, hopefully figure out
what Cool isup to and stop it. But you and Ben haven't figured anything out yet, and we're running out of
time"

"You're going to haveto tie that girl down to make her stay home," Eddie said. "Either that, or tell her the
truth."

My stomach twisted. "Y eah. I've thought about that." | wasn't big on the truth plan. Not yet. But | might
not have achoice. If it came down to a choice between letting my daughter walk into danger or revealing
my secrets to convince her to stay home... well, put that way, it was ano-brainer. Just not ano-brainer |
particularly wanted to confront.



"And David's the one who told you about Jason, right?”

"Y ou mean about Jason recruiting Cool for the exhibition? Yeah." | peered a him. "Why?'

"Just wondering if you should trust David. If you're being smart about this."

"What are you talking about?"

He shrugged. "Y ou're the one who said he brings back memories of Eric. Maybe he's playing off that."

| swalowed, fighting the bilerising in the throat. But Eddie was right. David had known Eric. And
because of that, | wanted to be around him even as much as | wanted to run home and cry.

Stll, I couldn't discount what Eddie was saying, even if | did think he was dead wrong. "I didn't trust him
a firg," | sad. "Remember? I'm the one who tossed holy water on hisface.”

"And that convinced you?' Eddi€'s eyes burned into mine. Y ears ago, nothing would have convinced me
more.

"Not just the holy water,” | said. "The cathedra, too. We wereinsde, in the sanctuary, for dmost an
hour. He carried on a conversation. He spoke clearly. He was focused. He couldn't be a demon.”

"Helooked alittle green around the gillsto me."
"I've dready thought of dl this, Eddie. | even asked him. Hetold me he wasfighting acold.”
"Andyou bdievehim."

"Yes! If he were ademon, we'd know. No demon could survive that long beside an dtar, and especidly
not the St. Mary's dtar.”

"So maybe hel's not ademon,” Eddie said.
"lan't that what I've been saying dl dong?'
"Maybe hé's something e e

That threw me. "Something e se? Like what?'

"Don't know. But if ademon can dide into abody, then why not a soul? I've heard rumors, you know.
Whispers of alimentatores seduced by the possibility. Grabbing on to immortdity by diding their soul
into adying human.”

"What exactly are you suggesting?' | asked, my voice little more than awhisper.

"I'm not suggesting anything. I'm just talking. But if someone wereto dabblein the dark arts—and if thet
someone played dangerous games with their own soul—well, held be changed, right? Not a demon, but
not human anymore, either. So ishe good? Or is he bad?' Eddie peered at me, hiseyes dark and
narrow. "Has maevolence touched him like a disease?!

"Y ou're saying that Eric might have..."
"Hid out in David's body?' His bony shouldersrose and fell. "Eh. It's possible.”
"No," | whispered, shaking my head. "Eric would never—"



"Areyou sure, Kate?' he asked gently. "Do you redly know what Eric was or wasn't capable of ?*

But | couldn't answer that. I'd lost dl my words, and | could only sit there lost and hopel ess, my heed
filled with memories of the man I'd thought 1'd known and the | etters that proved | hadn't.

Could David redly be Eric? And if he was—if Eric had did into David's body—then what did that mean?
Was he still my Eric? Or was he something e se entirdy?

Chapter Seventeen

It was dmogt arelief when the phone rang. I'd sent Eddie off on the pretense that | wanted to be aone,
and now | needed to ether let it ring or answer it. Since | was craving distractions, | answered, actualy
praying for atelemarketer.

| wasn't prepared to hear David Long's voice on the other end of the recelver. "Can you cometo the
school 7' he asked, hisvoicelow. "Creadey's here. But he's on hisway out. | wasin the office and
overheard some of the gtaff talking about him. I've got students for the next two periods, but if you come
right now, you can follow him from the parking lot. Maybe helll even lead you to Cool before you nall
him."

"Onmy way," | said, relieved | wouldn't have to see David. And alittle too excited about the possibility
of sending ademon packing back to Hell. What can | say?| wasalittle stressed out, and | was definitely
in the mood to kick some demon buitt.

"Good. Meet me at Cutter's at five. Y ou can fill mein on how you nailed the SOB. Then we can getin
some sparring.”

| paused, wanting to protest, but the words never came. And as | stayed silent, he begged off, saying he
had sudentswaiting. | found myself listening to the did tone.

It took only afew secondsto pull mysdf out of my funk, though. | had adate with ademon, after al. |
grabbed my keys and purse and then made a quick run through the house to check the locks. | pushed
through the curtains that covered the back door, saw the face just inches from the glass, and screamed.

The sound had barely |eft my throat when my brain caught up with the Stuation. Laura. Her skin red and
splotchy, tears cutting a path through her powder, and dark smears of mascara under her eyes.

| yanked the door open. "Laural Dear God, what isit?!
"Paul," shewailed. "The bastard filed for divorce.

Shefel againgt me, and | hugged her close, my own sobsjoining with hers. | thought about Creadey, the
demon who'd been on my afternoon agenda. Killing him was my responsibility; | was the Demon Hunter
inthese parts, after al.

Didn't matter. Asfar as| was concerned, my gppointment with Creadey had just been bumped. Hed
been preempted by a demon of the human variety. A lying, cheating, bastard of a husband.

For now, at least, Creadey lived. Because | had other respongbilitiesin San Diablo, too. And one of
them was to be there when my best friend needed me.



| yanked open the glass doors to Cutter's dojo at ten minutesto five, and found mysdlf staring at my
daughter, her leg out thrust, as David Long went sprawling.

Her head snapped up at the sound of the bell over the door, and awide grin spread across her face. In
an ingtant, she went from Martia-Arts Queen to Homecoming Queen as she bounded across the mat
toward me, squealing about how shed totally nailed him.

"Did you see? Wasn' it ferocioudy cool ? I've been working with Cutter for weeks and weeks, but |
didn't think | had it down, but | did. | so busted him!"

| looked over to the busted "him,” who'd rolled over and was now Sitting up, watching my daughter with
amusement and affection.

My stomach twisted alittle and | couldn't help but wonder—was he watching his daughter, too?
Allietook my hands, still bouncing. "Tdl her, Cutter! Tdl her how fabulous| did.”

"It'strue,” Cutter said from behind hisdesk. "The kid's doing great. She kicked David's sorry ass.”
"Thanksalot," David said, climbing to hisfet.

| saw that his cane was afew yards away, and | wondered if he'd fought with it or set it aside while doing
battlewith Allie.

He snatched up the cane and looked at me. "Y ou okay?"
"Fne" | sad. "Jud alittle light-headed." | pulled Allieinto ahug. ™Y ou areamazing.”

"I know," she said, then bounced happily around the room until she reached Cutter. He pulled her aside
and sat her on abench. | watched as he analyzed each of her moves, his hands moving in eegant
illustration.

Thiswasn't her usua classday, and | redlized that she must have caled Cutter and made a specid
appointment. | wondered how often she'd done that, and made a note to ask Cutter. If what little I'd seen
was any indication, not only was she practicing frequently, but her practices were paying off. My little girl,
it seemed, was learning to kick alittle buit.

"l didn't redize sheld be here," David said. I'd moved to hissde, and he spoke softly, his words meant
for meonly. "Actudly, | didn't redize Cutter would be here.”

"How were you planning on getting in?"

"Key," hesaid. "I've been practicing here after hours. Cutter'sagood guy. | trust him."

| cocked my head. "Exactly how much do you trust him?'

"Not that much," he said, understanding my meaning. " So what happened with Creadey?"

| glanced over, but Allie and Cutter were till deep in conversation. "'l didn't go," | said. | gave him the
short version of Laurasdilemma. "'l needed to stay with her.”

"Y ou stayed with Lauraingtead of nailing ademon?

"Yes" | sad, my voicetight. "l just told you." | tensed, ready to lash out if he said anything critical. |
amost hoped he did. However unreasonable, | wanted afight with this man, whoever he was.



Hedidn't ook critical, however. Instead, he looked amused, and his eyes were dancing as he jerked his
head sdeways, signaling for usto walk to the far side of the room.

| fel in step beside him, both grateful for the sllence and strangdly of f-put. 1t hung between us, asthick as
fog, and | fought the urge to blabber on about the latest PTA drama, just to bresk the silence.

We stood looking out the window at the people going into and out of the 7-Eleven and the traffic along
Ridto. After afew more minutes of silence, David brokeit for me. "Y ou have agood heart, Katie-kins."

"What did you just call me?' | asked, my voice remarkably stable.
"| cdled you Kate. That'syour name, right?"
"No," | said. "You cdled meKatie-kins."

Eric used to call methat. | hated it, but he'd say it anyway, just to get arise. It had started when wed
first met, me thirteen and him ayear older. Hetold me later that it had been love at first Sight for him, too,
but | never redly believed him. How could | when held spent so much of histime tormenting me?

David glanced up and to the left asif trying to remember. "Yeah, | guess| did."
"Why?" | managed to force the question out even though my mouth and throat had gone completely dry.
"Why?" he repeated.

| wanted to confront him. To indst hetell methetruth. But maybe | didn't really want to know, because
"Eric used to call methat," wasthe best | could manage.

"Hedid?' David sad, hiseyes strangdly soft. "I don't know, Kate," he said. "It just sort of rolls off the
tongue. Hell, maybe Eric told me he called you that. | just don't remember.”

| blinked at him, then swallowed. "Right,” | said. "That makes sense.”

| clenched my fists, wondering what 1'd expected. For him to reved al? To say that, yes, he was Eric.
That he was sorry for leaving me, that he was sorry for the secrets.

That heloved me.
And then...

| frowned, turning away from David as| studied the floor. And then what? Could the Eric | loved ever
really come back to me? And even if he could, so what? Time changes everything. | had anew life now.
A new family. Evenif thisman was Eric, did | redly want to know?

| wasn't sure, but at the sametime, | had to know. | wasn't sureif | was obsessing on the question
because of hope or fear, but | couldn't get it out of my head. | also couldn't get it out of my mouth.

But while | might not be able to voice the question, there was one other way that | could be sure—a
fight. And aredl onethistime, not the scrabbling to douse him with holy water weld played at earlier.

I'd known Eric's rhythms. Known his style, his pattern. | hadn't been paying attention thefirst time I'd
sparred with David. But | wouldn't make that mistake thistime. And if Eric was buried somewhere deep
in David, I'd know.

What 1'd do with the answer, though. ..



That, | wasn't yet sure of.

"Thisisso coal. You guysareredly going to fight?' Allie bounced in front of us, clearly thrilled a the
prospect of seeing her mom and her teacher battleit out.

"Dont you have homework?'
"Not much.”

"Allie, you should go home. Y ou're dready in hot water for not telling me you were coming heretoday.” |
shot alook at Cutter and put my hands on my hips for emphasgs. "Considering how well you're doing, I'm
thinking that my little girl's been keeping afew secrets about her practice schedule.”

"Y ou're the one who wanted mein shape!™
"And now | want you to go home."

"Y ou want meto walk?" She said the words with the same outraged inflection asif I'd told her to
perform abelly dance.

"Yes" | sad. "l want you to—"

| cut mysdlf off. Our house was about amile away, and | redly didn't want her walking by hersdlf.
"Never mind," | said. "I'll driveyou." | shot aquick glance toward Cutter and David. "WEell do this some
other time."

"Mom!" Allie howled, at the same time Cutter and David voiced equally powerful protests.
"It'snot like the kid hasn't seen you fight, Kate," Cutter said.

| wanted to put up more of aprotest, but | knew | was beat. Besides, | figured too much protest would
only raise Alligs suspicions. Sheld never seen her father fight; it wasn't asif anything David did could
possibly trigger amemory with her. It was my reactions | was worried about. But no matter what |
learned here, | could keep my emotions and my expressions under control. After dl, it wasn't like | didn't
have practice.

"Fineg," | findly said with atoss of my hands. ™Y ouwin." | turned to David. "Looks likeit'syou and me."

Thistime, David sparred without the cane. We started out easy, just testing each other'srhythms. A few
jabs and parries aswe scoped out reflexes and reactions, Cutter and Allie cheering us on from the
Sddines

He broke the pattern first, and we went at it with gusto until we were both out of breath, neither one at
the advantage. He was good, and | had to admit we were pretty evenly matched.

He got the advantage first, catching mein the chest with akick. 1'd seen it coming at the last second, and
| defended with a sidestep, then grabbed hisleg and tried to knock him flat. He surprised me, though,
nailing adamn tricky move by spinning around, and jerking hisfoot free. At the sametime, hishands hit
the mat, and he kicked back, catching me under the chin and knocking me down.

| sorang back up, my adrenaine now truly pumping. I'd seen that spin before, and not just in practices
with Cutter. The move was difficult, and every fighter moveswith certain nuances. And the man now
circling me on the mat moved like my first husband.



My heart stuttered, and David picked up on my hesitation, moving in with ajab that | blocked
automaticaly, then dropped and rolled to one side, wanting both distance and time to think. | was back
on my feet before he could reach me, but in the split second I'd been down, I'd noticed the lightsin the
dojo. Never important before, they'd always blended into the background. Now, though...

Now the metal fixture fluorescent bars surrounded by the solid wire cage seemed to call to me. And as
David rushed me, | did exactly the same, sprinting toward him, even while | blurted out the key words of
"Hal Mary!"

He blinked, but stopped short, and | could swear | saw him nod. | kept on, expecting him to grab my
wast and toss meinto the air as Eric had so many times before.

It was our "Hail Mary" move, named after the footbd | play, and something we'd concocted together. It
only worked in certain fight Situations, but wed extricated ourselves from many asticky situation by Eric
tossing me up, giving me anew vantage point from above our foe.

Thistime, the move didn't work nearly aswell. Instead, redlity smashed up against my expectations. And
by "smash,” | mean literdly.

| barrdled straight into David, barely registering his startled expression aswe tumbled to the ground. Allie
and Cutter cried out and rushed toward us, and | lay there on the mat, staring up at the light fixture I'd
been aming for and wondering what had gone wrong.

Except | knew what had gone wrong: David wasn't Eric, and somelittle part of me had known that all
aong. More, I'd been foolish to even let the thought enter my head. Eric would never have used black
magic to dide his soul into another body, and | couldn't quite believe that 1'd et my imagination run off
with Eddie'swild theory.

Asl lay there—Cutter, Allie, and David staring at me with baffled expressons—the redlity of the
gtuation flooded through me. This man wasn't Eric.

| closed my eyes and breathed deep, barely hearing Allie€sworried cries of "Mom? Mom!™

| shouldn't be sad. | didn't want to be sad. | was happily married. An undead husband would only wreak
havoc on thislife I'd put together and loved so much. So, no, | redlly, redlly, redly didn't want to be sad.

Didn't matter, the tears threatened anyway. | managed to blink them back, but | could tell by the
expressions on the faces around me, that | wasn't doing agood job of hiding my emotion.

David knelt beside me. "Kate? Are you okay? What happened?”’
"l... I migudged amove. | was trying something new. It didn't work."

"No kidding," Allie said. She was down beside me, too, now, her hand on my elbow. If she or the others
thought my "Hail Mary" outburst was odd, no one mentioned it.

David studied me through narrowed eyes. "Y ou don't ook that great. Do you fed okay?"

"I'm..." | shook my head. " ou know what?1 don't. I'm feding alittle woozy." Right then, | wanted
nothing more than to escape. And | wasn't abovefaking anillnessto doiit.

"Go home," he said. "Besides, don't you two have company tonight?”
"Wedo?'



"Troy, Mom!" Alliesaid. "Mr. Long'sright. I've gotta go get ready.” She stood up, tugging me dong with
her.

"Right," | added, with aqueasy smileto Cutter and David. "And I've got adinner to make."

| dropped Allie at home so that she could do the primping thing, then picked up Timmy at KidSpace. On
theway home, | stopped in at Laurasto beg help. | told mysdf that | didn't want her at home by herself
brooding about Paul, but the truth was | wanted her kitchen gadgets, her recipe books, and her kitchen
equivaent of agreen thumb.

She's not aneat or organized cook, but the end result always came out edible. And so long as| trailed
along after her cleaning up the mess and putting the broken pieces back together, | was pretty surewed
come up with something worthy of Troy Myerson by thetime he arrived at eight.

"Y ou're sure you don't mind?" | asked her. Wewerein her kitchen, putting a variety of Pampered Chef
productsinto abox. Each and every one, Lauraassured me, absolutely essentid to bringing off a
fabulousmed.

"l promise,” Laurasaid. "In fact, I'm glad you asked. Otherwise I'd just be sitting around plotting waysto
kill him." She shot meapiercing look. "I mean, | dready know where to hide the body, right? I'm
hafway there."

"We definitely need to get you in the kitchen,” | said. "In fact, maybe you and Mindy should comefor
dinner, too. How's Mindy doing, by theway?" | asked gently.

"She doesn't know," Laurasaid. "Well, | think she suspects, but that's not the same. We're going to wait
until January totell her. | told Paul that I'd take him for every last cent if he spoiled Mindy's Christmas.”

"Yesh?'
She smiled thinly. "Of course, | plan to take him for every last cent anyway. But he doesn't know that.”

"I'll keep my fingers crossed. Maybe you and Mindy should plan on spending alot of quaity holiday time
over here"

"Sounds good to me," she said. "Even tonight, for that matter. But isthat kosher? Another teenage girl at
the table when the boy du jour is present?’

"I'm not sure, actudly. I'll have to check the manual.”

| pulled aface. "Oh, wait. Teenagers don't come with a manual. Someone really ought to do something
about that."

As Laura continued to pack enough cooking utensilsto supply afive-star restaurant, | called the teenager
in question, grateful to discover that in this particular case, etiquette gave a big thumbs-up to the presence
of best friends.

| relayed the newsto Laura, then peeked into the last box she'd packed. "We're just feeding ahigh
school boy, you know. He's not the monarch of asmall country.”

"Allies crushing on him," Laurasaid. "Y ou don't want her blaming acrappy dinner if it dl fals apart. Do
you?"



Since she had apoint, we loaded al the boxes (five!) then raided Lauras refrigerator and freezer.
Between the two of us, she assured me that we had enough for adecent meal. Considering the Odyssey
was packed to the gills, | believed her.

Once we'd brought the supplies back to my house and sheld put me to work dicing onions, the
conversation shifted around to demons. Some women discuss soap operas with their friends. Lauraand |
dish about the undead.

| checked to make sure Alliewas out of earshot, then brought Laura up to speed, ending with the theory
David and I had concocted that somehow thisal had to do with the exhibition.

"And he'sarogue hunter, huh?' She dammed the knife hard againg the cutting board, neetly dicing abell
pepper intwo. "l don't seem to have any luck with the buttoned-up corporate types. Maybe | should see
if your academic demon-hunting friend islooking for adate. Because apparently I'm in the market again.”
Her voice had risen, dong with the speed and fury of her knife blows.

| watched slently, waiting for her to cam down. When the pepper was nothing more than tiny bits of
green goo, she looked up at mewith a beetific smile. "Cooking's very cathartic, don't you think?"

"Absolutely,” | said. | cleared my throat. "Actualy, there's something about David | wanted to talk to you
about."

"Ohredly?' Her perfectly arched brow quirked upward. "Isthisthe part where you tell your best friend
to back off, because you've got your sights on the guy? Poor Stuart. Hiswife, thinking about another

"Pretty much,” | said.

That got her attention and she stopped chopping, mushrooms long enough to turn to me. "Kate, what are
you taking about?'

| closed my eyesand drew in abregath. "God, Laura, I'm such anidiot. | got myself all worked up,
thinking that David was Eric. But—"

"Whoa!" Shehdd up ahand. "Davidis Eric?'
"No, no. | just thought maybe he was. But | waswrong. | had to have been wrong."

A long moment passed while she stared at me, searching my face for signs of arecent mental
breakdown. Since she Sarted talking again, I'm assuming she didn't find any. "Y ou're serious,” she said.
"Y ou redly thought that? But why? 1 mean... bow? How could he possibly be?’

| ran down Eddi€'stheory, then concluded by telling her about the failed Hall Mary. "So | figure that
means he's not Eric. And, honestly, | was being ridiculous to even consider it for asecond. Eric would
never have hijacked someone else's body."

"Areyou sure?!
| opened my mouth to say that of course | was sure, but | couldn't quite get the words out.

"Maybeit ishim. Maybe he doesn't remember dl the little details like your fighting code words," Laura
suggested. "Maybe it's some sort of weird amnesiawhere he thinks his past lifewas asafriend or
something.”



"Maybe" | said, trailing off. "I mean, | guessit could be possible.” But would Eric do that? Dabble with
dark forcesthat way? A week ago | would have emphatically said no. Now, | wasn't as sure.

"Or maybeit's Eric and he remembers perfectly well," Lauracontinued.
| frowned. "Then why not just tell me? Why tease me by calling me Katie-kins?'
"Slip of thetongue?'

"l don't know," | said, not sure what | wanted to believe anymore. "Why even pretend to be David in the
firg place?!

"What would you do if hetold you?'

"I don't know." That was aquestion I'd been asking mysdlf dl day, and | fill didn't have an answer. "'l
just keep thinking about how Eric knew me so well, but with Stuart | have this secret life.”

"You couldtdl him," Laurasaid.

"l can't,” | said. "l don't want Forza to be part of my life with Stuart. That wasn't in the origina package,
you know? And | don't want him to wake up and find out he married some other woman. A woman who
prowlsthe streetswith holy weater and a stiletto. The only time | want Stuart thinking about me and
dilettosisif hetakesmeto afancy restaurant.”

"Kae..."

| held up ahand. "I'm not that woman with him, Laura. And | don't want him looking at me that way.
Thinking about thethings I've done, the things I've seen. Teling him might give him the truth, but it
wouldn't redlly be honest. Because the woman 1'd be describing isn't the woman he comes hometo every
night.”

"Yes Kate. Itis”
| closed my eyes and let the truth of that settle over me. "Maybe, but | don't want it to be.”

What that said about my marriage, | didn't know. But | loved my husband and | didn't want to lose him.
And the onething | hadn't shared with Laurawasthat | didn't know how Stuart would react if | did tell
him. Would it close the chasm between us? Or would it make it that much wider?

Because the truth was, I'd aready lost one hushand because of demon hunting. | don't think | could stand
to lose another for the exact same reason.

"I didn't mean to Sart another big thing," Laurasaid. "This started with the whole David-Eric question,
and that'sgnarly enough.”

"No kidding," | said.

"It could betrug," Laurasaid. "David does seem to be around Alliealot. And if Eric came back, hed
want to see her. Want to see what she's been up to and how she's grown up.”

"And he'd keep the secret from me," | said, more to myself than to Laura. "After dl, I'm remarried now."

Laurashot anironic look my direction. "Y eah, you with two husbands, and | can't even manage to keep
one"



"Oh, swestie. I'm so 0 sorry.”

Laurawaved ahand. "Never mind. | didn't mean to Sart it dl up again." Thetimer dinged, and Laura
blew out aloud bregth. "And we don't have timefor it anyway."

Maybe I'm abad friend, but | was relieved we had the interruption. | felt horrible for Laura, don't get me
wrong, but my mind was too overwhel med with husbands of my own, both past and present.

Not to mention the demons.

"Youresurel look okay?'Cause | could wear the blue top.” From her makeshift runway at the top of
thedairs Alliehddit up for illustration purposes. "Oh, man,” shewhined, leaning againg therailing in afit
of abject helplessness. " Mo-ther, can you please give me some help here?"

"Theydlow," | sad. "Definitdy gowiththeydlow."
"Youresure?'
"Absolutdly. | couldn't be more certain.”

"Can | wear eyeshadow?' She clasped her handsin front of her, asif in prayer. "Please? | promisel
won't ask again until I'm sixteen. No, eighteen. But please, please, pleeeeeeze can | wear it tonight.”

"Eighteen?’ | said. "Y ou svear?'
"Crossmy heart," she said, adding the gppropriate motion for emphass.

| didn't believe her, of course. For that matter, | figured the question would come up again in about a
week, when she started going with her friendsto the holiday parties. Then I'd get hit again after the new
semester darted. I'd held fast for an entire semester, despite horrific odds and awhining teenager. By
spring break, odds were good that I'd have given in completely on the subject.

"Hang on," | said. "Let me check the ove and I'll meet you in my bathroom.” | held up awarning finger.
"Don't touch.”

"Hdlo?I'm not Timmy!"

She had apoint. But just in case, | intended to make sure that she didn't apply makeup with as heavy a
hand as her brother.

All of Lauras concoctionslooked to be cooking or boiling or smmering just fine, s0 | figured it was safe
to leave the kitchen. Actudly, consdering my naturd ineptitude in that department, | might be giving the
mesdl a better chance by leaving it to cook in peace.

Laura had gone home to change after making sure everything was under control, and that 1'd read and
understood her scribbled instructions. She promised to be back—dressed and with Mindy—in timeto
do the last-minute tweaking. | glanced at the clock. Almost eight. The Duponts—and the guest of
honor—should be arriving any minute,

| don't often wear makeup—most of thetime, | redly don't see the point—but my natura skillsin that
areaare sgnificantly more fine-tuned than my cooking skills. So | felt confident that we'd sdlected a
perfectly appropriate, not overly dramatic, eydiner and shadow.

With her hair curled and clipped up, my pearl earrings, and the soft-focus makeup job, | have to admit |



got alittle choked up. My little girl was growing up. (That fact was registering with me on aregular basis
lately. I'd experienced pretty much the same moment two months ago when we'd gone to the mall for
bras and discovered that Allie and I now wore the same size. Thiswas ablow to my ego from which I'm
dill trying to recover.)

Since nothing can turn adinner party south faster than unexpected toddler crankiness, I'd fed Timmy
earlier. Now Allieand | got him to bed, then called Stuart up for the requisite bedtimekiss.

With that chore handled, and afew minutes|eft before Troy was dueto arrive, Allie prowled the living
room, picking lint off of cushions, organizing the magazines so that Newsweek and Time were top of the
pile, artfully placed to conced Vogue, Redbook, and Entertainment Weekly.

She scowled at Stuart, who had hisfeet on the coffee table, double-checked that 1'd bought actua
napkins (instead of our usua paper towel segments), tuned the television from yet another presentation
of Miracle on 34th Sreet to CNN, and begged Eddie to keep any off-color jokes to himself.

| sat quietly—fearful that actudly reading amagazine would incur my daughter's wrath—until Mindy and
Lauraarrived at the back door. If I'd thought their presence would lighten up the mood, | was sadly
mistaken. Mindy was just as antsy as Allie, and they held whispered conversations, then moved around
the room, straightening pillows and knickknacks, and, yes, dusting. | would have fdlt totaly incompetent
asamom and housekeeper if | hadn't been so amused.

My amusement faded, though, about eight-fifteen. 1'd been staring blankly at the television, absorbing not
aword of the commentator's discussion of the latest fiscd crids, when | redlized that Allie was doing the
same. Her foot was bouncing and she glanced toward the clock about every ten seconds, thetimein
between spent checking the digital time displayed on the cable box aswell as her wristwatch.

No doubt about it. Troy was late.

Another five minutes passed without him. Then another. Then another.

"Maybe heslogt,” Mindy suggested hopefully.

Alliejumped dl over that idea, and the girlsraced to the kitchen to call Troy's cell phone.

No answer.

When the mantel clock chimed the haf hour, the consensuswasin: My little girl had been stood up.
"Allie" | said, moving to the arm of the sofaand putting ahand on her shoulder.

She jerked away, then stood up, not quite meeting my eyes. "It's okay," she mumbled. " Something
probably came up. Or he'slate. Or something. Not like | care or anything." She pressed her mouth
together in athin line, then concentrated a little too long on the carpet. "I'm gonna go wait upstairs.”

Mindy stood up, apparently understanding that she was welcome where parents werent.

"Bastard,” Stuart whispered as soon asthe girlswere out of earshot. "If | ever get my hands on that son
of abitch."

| nodded, feding exactly the same. And when | met Lauras eyes, I'm certain she could read my
expression. Right then | wished Troy Myerson were ademon. Because nothing would fedl better than
shoving ablade through hiseye.



| gave mysdlf about an hour to calm down, figuring Allie and Mindy needed the time, too. Then | couldn't
gtand it any longer. | pushed up off the couch, pointing upstairsin response to Stuart's questioning glance.

"Chocolate might help," he said.

"Good point." | gave him akiss on the cheek, then turned and walked the opposite direction to the
kitchen. When | came back through the living room to our staircase, | had abag of Oreos, two glasses,
andagdlonjug of milk.

"Ah. The heavy atillery.”
"l haveafeding I'll needit.”

| tapped on the door, then pushed it open. The girls were on the bed, long T-shirtstucked over their
knees. Allies eyes were red and swollen, and Mindy didn't look much better. She looked over a me
helplesdy, and | hooked my thumb toward the halway. "Y our mom could use some help with the
dishes." A transparent ploy to get rid of her, but nobody minded.

"Surething, Mrs. Connor,” she said, She leaned over and gave Allie atight hug, then dipped besde me
into the hal.

Allierolled over, hugging her pillow. | sat on the bed beside her and stroked her back, the sameway |
used to when shewas alittle girl and would wake up with anightmare.

"What's wrong with me?" she whispered, after an eternity had passed. "Why'd he stland me up?”

"It's not you, baby. Therée's nothing wrong with you. Y ou're perfect. Ian't that what you're dwaystelling
me?'

Shedidnt roll over, but her shoulder twitched, and from my perspective, that felt awholelot likeasmile.

"Any guy who stands up my little girl obvioudy isaguy lacking in taste and discernment,” | said.
"Basicdly anidiot. A big fat idiot, actualy.” No reaction. "Probably eats boogers, too."

At that, her shouldersredly did start to shake.

"I mean, did you redly want to go out with a booger-eating moron? He probably wouldn't have even
liked what Lauramadefor dinner.”

"That is S0 not funny, Mom," she said into her pillow. But the shake in her now-gpasmodic shoulderstold
adifferent sory.

Sherolled over and faced me. "I'm not Timmy, remember? Y ou can't get me with gross-out jokes."
"I can't?' | grinned at her as| stroked her hair. "Well, in that case, | stand corrected.”

"He has been showing sgnsof being amoron lately," Alliesaid. "Hewasso nice a first. But lately..."
Shetraled off.

| rubbed lightly on her shoulder. ""So what happened? Did Troy start liking some other girl?"

"l wish," shesaid. "No, it'snot even like he ditched mefor aperson. It'sthat stupid surf club,” shesaid. "I
mean, no offenseto Mr. Long and al."

"I'm sure he doesn't take it personally,” | said, trying to keep my voice light despite the way my insides



were twisting and my muscles were screaming for action. " So what happened?!

"I don't know. Oncethey started practicing for the exhibition, he just got tenser and tenser, and..." She
shrugged. "And he didn't even seem dl that upset when we heard the news about Jason, you know? |
mesan, | told mysdlf it was because it was such ashock, but it waslike al he cared about was getting
bumped up to captain and getting that butt-ugly ring. Owwww, Mom! Y ou're hurting me.”

"Sorry." | released my death grip on her arm. "What ring?" | asked, hoping | sounded more casud than |
fdt.

"Just these ugly gold rings. Both the team captains had them. They hung them on chains around their
necks and wore them under their shirts."

"Whered they get them?”
"Dunno." Her forehead creased. "'l guess| never thought about it. Cool maybe?’
That'swhat 1'd been thinking.

"Anyway," shewent on, "Troy's been acting redly weird for awhile, but as soon as he got his stupid ring,
heredly started acting like an ass.”

"That just meanshewasan assdl dong,” | said. "Y ou're better off without him, sweetie.”
"l guess" shesaid. "But if that'strue, why'sit got to hurt so much?”

"If I could answer that, I'd have Oprah's job, and we'd be rich and well-adjusted." Another smile. "Come
here" | said, holding out my arms. She came, and | held her tight, rocking alittle as| remembered dl our
past crises and imagined al the onesto come. Asfar as crisesinvolving demonic minions, though, |
sincerely hoped that it would be the last.

My daughter's heart might be breaking, but | couldn't help but be alittle joyous. Thereé's no way sheld go
to the exhibition tomorrow and risk seeing Troy, so that worry was off my head.

And now | knew about the rings. Cool—or, rather, Asmodeus—was using the surf captains.

For what exactly, | didn't know. But | was certain of onething. Whatever it was, it wasn't good.

Chapter Eighteen

| left Allieto deep off her depression, and met Stuart in the hall coming out of Timmy'sroom. "He'sdown
for the count,” Stuart said. "How's Allie?!

"Shell survive" | said. "Boys. It's never easy.”
"Never," hesad, with just ahint of gpology in hisvoice.
"Oh no. Not you, too."

"] thought since dinner didn't happen that 1'd run back to the office. I've got a stack of fileson my desk a
mile high, and if you want me home over Christmeas, | redlly need to make adent.”



"Go ahead.” Congdering my own schedule, it wasn't much of a hardship to be magnanimous.
"You'resure?'

"Stuart, honey, don't ask permission twice. When your wife saysyes, the smart thing isto take that yes
and runwithit."

"You'reright. What was | thinking?" He caught me around the waist and planted a deep, long kisson me.
"That's just to keep you thinking about later,” he said.

| stood there, alittle weak in the knees, as he hurried down the sairs. | followed at amore reasonable
pace and found Laura, Mindy, and Eddie staring up a me from the living room. "How's our girl?* Eddie
asked, speaking for the group.

"She's okay. We had along talk," | added, giving Eddie and Laurawhat | hoped was a meaningful
glance.

"Why don't you go on up?' Lauraasked Mindy, apparently redizing there was a story there, and wanting
to heer it.

"Allied probably like the company,” | confirmed. | figured the girls would get so caught up in their own
deconstruction of the evening and generd bitch session about Troy, that we'd be able to talk without
interruption or fear of being overheard.

While Stuart gathered hisvarious bits of office parapherndia, | made a pot of coffee. Anything to distract
myself until Stuart cleared out and | could talk fredly.

Eddie and Laurareocated to the breakfast table, then kept shooting me meaningful 1ooks, asif | could
make Stuart move faster.

The chime of the doorbell echoed through the house. Eddie and Lauraand | looked at each other. Wasit
Troy?If it was, he was going to regret coming by. Bad enough that he'sin cahoots with ademon, but
standing up my daughter? That's completely unacceptable.

| checked the peephole, and the wave of righteous indignation receded. Not Troy. Father Ben.

| tugged the door open, and he burst through, his hair wild and hisfeaturestight. He had athick folder
under one arm, and he pushed it into my hands. "We mugt talk," he whispered. "Isit safeto tak?"

Before | could tell him it wasn't, though, Stuart stepped into the entrance hdl, and | swear Father Ben
jumped three feet.

"Father Ben!" Stuart said. "Did | sartleyou?'

"No, no," Bensad. "I'mfine.”

"What'sup?'

Father Ben's eyes were wide, a deer caught in the headlights.

| stepped away from thewal and lifted the folder. "More thingsfrom Deloresto catalog,” | said. I'd been
doing alot of volunteer work at the church, and one of the jobs wasitemizing the various donationsto the
church that had been made over the year. The project had been interesting, to say the least. More
important, Stuart knew | was doing it, So my fabrication was that much more plausible.



"Oh," he said. Helooked at hiswatch.

"| gpologizefor the hour,” Father Ben said. "Deloresis going out of town and wanted you to have these,
and | volunteered to bring them by. | tried to cal, but I'm afraid I've been unable to get through.”

Allie. She and Mindy were probably going over Troy's betrayal with every one of their friends. We have
cdl-waiting, of course, but my daughter was obvioudy ignoring it.

"Do you want to comein?" | asked, hoping | sounded casud. " Stuart hasto run to the office, but we
have some greet leftovers, and you could St and talk for awhile."”

"I'd love abite. Thanks so much for offering.”

He followed me into the kitchen, where Laura had put out al the food, along with some Tupperware, fail,
and Pressn Sedl. Troy's absence had put adamper on dinner, and |eftovers were the order of the day.

Not that the boy's faux pas had queered Eddie's appetite. He looked up from where he was digging into
Lauras lasagna, gestured with hisfork, and ordered Father Ben to "pull up achair and start shovelin' it

n.

Stuart stepped into the room, and we al looked at each other, making awkward small talk while we
waited for my husband to gather his keys and wallet and head into the garage. Except that he didn't.
Instead, he was looking thoughtfully around the room at us.

"Stuart?’ | said, my voicewary. "What's up?"

"I'm being alousy hogt," he said. He tossed his briefcase up in front of the microwave. "Theleast | can do
isstay and chat with everyonefor awhile."

"Oh, no, no," | said, asthe othersjoined in with smilar protests. "Y ou don't have to do that."
"It'sredly not necessary,” Father Ben said.
"Get your tail to the office and earn your keep," Eddie added.

Stuart looked from Eddie to Father Ben and back to me. "If | didn't know better, I'd say you're trying to
get rid of me." Hiseyes narrowed. "Areyou trying to get rid of me?

"Of course not,” | said, standing up and steering him toward the garage. ""But ther€'s no reason to change
your plans. Y ou have work, right?"

"Sure, but—"
"And you haveto gointo the office to doit, right?"
"Kate..."

"Just hear me out, Stuart. If you're going to spend time at the office catching up, 1'd much rather you do it
now while Timmy's adeep. If you stay herewith us, dl it'sgoing to meanisthat you havetogoin
tomorrow when your little boy wantsto play with you. And for what? So you can have some of Laura's
cobbler? If that'swhat you want I'll put somein Tupperware for you."

| stepped back and took in a deep bregath, alittle exhausted by my speech. Stuart was still staring at me.
"Father Benwon't mind," | added lamely. "Will you, Fether?'



"On the contrary,” the padre said. "I'm sure Timmy will be thrilled to have his daddy around in the
morning.”

"All right," Stuart said. "'l can take ahint. I don't know what you're up to, but I'll go."

| smiled, then fell back, exhausted, against the closed door as soon as he stepped through it. We al
waited in slence like conspirators, which inaway | guess we were. The sound of the engine faded as
Stuart pulled out, then the garage door creaked itsway down. As soon as we heard the thump whenit
hit the concrete, we al started talking at once.

Father Ben held up ahand. "Whatever you have to say can wait,” he said.

| leaned forward, my mouth open, desperate to tell him about the rings. He tapped afinger on thetablein
front of me. "Trust me, Kate. It can wait."

With that kind of conviction, how could | argue? | nodded, sat down in achair, and absently nibbled at a
carrot stick.

"Wewereright," he said, looking to each of usinturn. "It'sal about the two demonsimprisoned in
Tartarus." He dammed the folder onto the table, then opened it, revealing an assortment of papers
covered with ornate writing—in Greek, asfar as| could tell—and intricate line drawings depicting the
torments of the damned.

"I spoke with Father Corletti at length this morning. He found these references within the Vatican library.
His assstant scanned theimages and e-mailed them to me.”

| shot Eddie asignificant ook, which he, of course, ignored.

| rifled through the papers, redlized | had no clue what any of it meant, and asked Father Ben to bail it
down to the bottom line.

"Two imprisoned demons,” he said. " Two demons on Earth in the service of the imprisoned. And two
humans who have given ass stance to the forces of evil.”

"What kind of assstance?' Eddie asked.

"The act itself doesn't matter, but the evil taints the human. Theritua takes placewhenthe sunisat its
peak. At the conclusion, the humanswill be sucked into Tartarus, taking the place of the imprisoned
demons, lost forever in eternd torment.”

"'Someone pushed the janitor and made him ademon,” | said, stepping back so | could look into the
living room. "Did any of you hear that?"

"Hear what?' Lauraasked.
"Maybe nothing. | just thought | heard aswishing sound.”
"Swishing," Eddie repeated. " Probably your damn cat.”

Actudly, Kabit was camped out in the corner by the drapes, histail going back and forth, every other
swoosh or o hitting the drapes and making them shimmy. "'l guessyoureright.”

| turned my attention back to the group in the kitchen. "1s something like killing the janitor what you
meant? By assstance, | mean?”



"Absolutdly," Father Ben said.

"Before he died, the janitor griped about kids. He was cursing them asif they'd bothered him in the past.
So maybe the kids had been sneaking into his basement.”

"And talking to demons,” Father Ben finished. "Yes, | think that'slikely. They found the book, read the
pages, and learned what they had to do.”

Dear God, the thought made meill.
"Wl the janitor's now one dead demon,” Eddie said. "So he doesn't count. But Cool makes one.”
"And Creadey'sthe other,” | said.

"It'sthe ass stants we should focus on,” Father Ben said. "They are the key to theritud. If we can find
and stop them, perhaps we can forestall Asmodeuss plan.”

"| think we've dready found them,” | said. | explained what Allie had told me, about the surf club
captains and their rings.

"But what | don't understand iswhy these kidswould do this," Laurasaid. "I mean, why would they want
to get sucked into Hell?!

"Demonslie, remember?' | said.

Father Ben nodded. "Perhaps the Tartarus demons used the book to promise the boys wealth, power,
immortaity. Who knows? The point isthe boys believed.”

"And werewilling to kill for thelie" | said with ashiver. To think my daughter actually fdll for aboy like
that. Not for the first time, | wished | could wrap her up in some sort of forcefield and just keep her safe
forever.

Laurastill looked confused. "So isthat how the book fitsin to al this?

"I'm afraid not," Father Ben said. "The book is also essential to the ritud. The imprisoned demonswill
rise up through the pages of the book."

"That'sgood news, at least,” | said. "Weve got the book."

"There are other thingsthat must fal into place, too," Father Ben said. "Theritua involvesthe rendering
of ageometric symbol." He ran his hands through hishair, making it tick up even more. "I'vetried to find
adescription or drawing, but haven't had any luck. Something, though. Linesand angles.”

"A pentagram,” Laurasaid.
"Cliché" Eddiesaid.
Laurashrugged. "Worksin the movies."

"I don't think it matterswhat it lookslike," | said. "They're going to be at the beach, right? They'll just
draw the symbol in the sand.”

"I'm afraid you're probably right,” Father Ben said. "At the sametime, this isacomplex plot. Foil any
piece of it, and we may be able to prevent the whole."



Weadl stood quietly, thinking about that. And then | heard that swishing noise. "Thereitisagain! Likea
soft scraping sound. Don't you guys hear it?"

"I don't hear anything," Laurasaid, but | was aready out of my chair and around the divider into theliving
room. No one.

No one, that is, except Kabit, who was sharpening his claws on Eddi€'s recliner.

Just to be certain, | tiptoed upstairs, tapped once, then opened Allie's door. The girls—plugged into their
iPods—didn't even notice.

"Anything?' Lauraasked when | returned.

"Nothing."

"Y ou know," shesaid, "I'm wondering if al thismay not be as bad aswe think."
Weall looked at her.

"Goon, girl," Eddie said. "If you've got good news, now'sthetimeto shareit.”

"Wl | wasthinking about the book. They need that, right? And they don't haveit. So evenif they do
have two demons, they still can't do their ritual.” She looked to Father Ben and then to me. "Right?"

| shrugged. "That's the padre's department.”

"l think Laura has agood point. And probably an accurate one," he said. "But asfar aswe know, this
ritual has never been performed before. We might have mistrand ated the texts. Or the texts might be
purposefully inaccurate, designed to deceive. We just don't know."

Lauras smilewasthin. "So much for my theory."

| gave her aquick hug. "It's a sound theory. And no matter what, | know | fed better knowing that some
freaky book that can speak for demonsis safely hidden in the dtar.”

"Thanks" shesaid. "l just want thisto be over."

"It will be" I said. "Somehow, it's ending tomorrow. Timmy's old enough to get the whole Christmas
thing this year, and thereis no way my baby's holiday is getting spoiled by some demon who decided to
throw hisown holiday bash.”

| bit back asigh. | meant my words even if | wasn't sure how to carry them out. But that was the nature
of my lifelately: question after question.

Would my current husband win the eection? Was my first husband wandering San Diablo in the body of
another man?Would | finish my Christmas shopping in time? Would we ever get around to buying a
Chrigmastree or hanging Christmas lights? Would my daughter survive her first heartbresk and at the
hand of a demon-serving teenage thug? The usua Stuff.

| could handle some uncertainty. | mean, that'slife, right? But there was one question | intended to see
answered only in the affirmative: Would we stop Asmodeus and prevent the release of the Tartarus
demons? The answer had to be yes.

And the sooner the better.



Because Eddie and Father Ben plowed through so much of the food, we ended up needing only about
half of the Tupperware that Laura had set out. Even after Ben left, Eddie was still working on the dessert
(atruly yummy peach cobbler that L aura swore she could teach me how to make).

Lauraand | ended up drinking coffeein theliving room, trying to get our minds off the demor/Eric/Paul
thing by watching The Bishop's Wife.

"I don't know," Laurasaid asthe end creditsrolled. "I just like Cary Grant so much better. David Niven's
50 clueless. And Cary obvioudy loves her so much. And sheloveshim...”

"But Cary'san angd,” | pointed out.
"The wedding would be alittle unorthodox, sure..."

That reminded me of the nephdim. "Did | ever tell you why the demonswere put into Tartarusin the first
place?'

She made aface. "We're back on demons?'

| waved ahand. "Thisisinteresting,” | said. "In, asick and disgusting sort of way." | filled her in on what
Father Ben had told me afew days before.

"S0, these demons looked like humans? And then they dept with women to make them pregnant with
these super nephdim babies?

"Pretty much,” | said. "Although, | guesstechnicaly they were ill angelswhen they did it. That'swhy
they got booted.”

"Angdsor demons” shesad, "thewholething isicky.”

| laughed. "And on that note..." | stood up. "I'm exhausted. Y ou want me to walk you back to your
place?'

"| fed like asix-year-old, but yeah. | do."

| grabbed my purse and shoved an ice pick in my back pocket. Just in case. When we got to the back
door, though, | stopped cold. The dead bolt already was turned.

What the hell?

| grabbed the doorknob and turned dowly. The latch gave, and | pushed the door open easily. Thedarm
didn't beep to signa abreech, and | paused, suddenly fearful. Then | checked the keypad, and relaxed.
Stuart had disabled that feature earlier since we had so many people coming and going tonight. After
Troy's no-show, he must have forgotten to reset.

"| probably forgot to lock the door behind me," Laurasaid, correctly reading my concern. "Or Mindy
did."

"I want to check the house anyway. Stay here,” | said. "I'll be right back."

| scoured the house thoroughly, but found nothing out of place. Not even our daughters, both of whom
were fast adeep at the remarkably early hour of eleven.

| finished the upstairs, then made a run through the downstairs before meeting Laura back by the door.
"Everything'sfine. We probably did just leave it open.”



"Sorry," Laurasaid. "It was probably my fault.”

"Don't worry about it. We've been here dl evening. So unless we had a very nest thief who decided to
wak invery, very quietly while the house wasfull of people—"

| snapped my mouth shut and |ooked to Laura. Her hand had flown to her mouth, and | knew sheld
realized, too. The unlocked door. The noises|'d heard in the house. They weren't made by the cat. They
were made by invisible teenagers, subservient to ademon.

| got to the cathedrd in record time, but the cops still got therefirst. | found Father Ben by the dltar, the
EMTsadready working on him. "Is he okay?'

"Hell befine" thetal onetold me. "WEell take him to the hospital to make sure, but it looks likeamild
concusson.”

Father Ben reached up and tugged at my hand. "They got the book, Kate. | didn't even seethem
coming.”

"You wouldn't have," | said. | tapped my ring finger and mouthed asingleword. Invisible.

He closed hiseyesand let his head fal back. "Of course," he whispered. "They coldcocked me. | was
out for... | don't know how long. | checked the dltar. Kate, it was gone.”

"It'sokay,” | said. "It'sokay. It'snot your fault.”

No, it wasn't hisfault. It was mine. I'd heard them, right there in my house, and | hadn't done adamn
thing except tdl them exactly what they'd wanted to know.

"No answer,” David said, then he pounded on the door once again, just for good measure. "Mr.
Myerson? Mrs. Myerson? Troy? |s anybody home?' He turned back to me. "Not there.”

| nodded and flipped closed the phone that 1'd had pressed to my ear. "No one's answering their home
phone, either.”

"Haveyou tried Troy'scd|?
"Twice"

"That'sit then," he said, taking aseat on the Myersons front stoop. "Both of the surf captains are missing
tonight. I'm betting they stay missing until the exhibition tomorrow.”

| sat down next to him and rested my elbows on my knees, then cradled my forehead in my hands. As
soon as the ambulance had pulled out of the cathedral parking lot, I'd called Laurato check on the kids
and give her an update. All was cam there, which was some good news, | supposed.

Right after that, I'd called David. We'd met at an al-night cafe on the Coast Highway and I'd brought him
up to speed. Fortunately that hadn't taken too long. David's a bright man. He picked up on the high
points pretty quickly, then hustled meinto his car and wed started driving the town, checking both of the
surf captains houses.

Nobody was home. Not a surfer, not a parent, not even a pet.

"Do you think the parents are involved?' | asked. "Worse, do you think they're dead?"



David shook hishead. "No. | don't think they'd kill them. Our theory isthe boys think they're getting
something out of this, right? Immortality, money, something. For that, they'll stedl, but | don't think they’ll
kill."

"Right," | said. "They think they'll be around when thisisover. Y ou can't oend millionsif you're doing
timefor murder.”

Made sense, | thought. And the demons would have tricked the parents to get them out of the way.

Make them think they'd won a cruise or an dl-expenses-paid vacation. For that matter, it didn't even
need to be atrick. Congdering the magnitude of Asmodeuss plan, | figured the local demon union would
happily kick in for the cost of arfare and hotdl.

"Let'spatral,” | said. "Maybewell coax ademon out of hiding."

The plan made some sense, but it didn't work. We spent the rest of the night walking the beach, walking
the boardwalk, walking up and down the streets that made up the touristy, beachfront part of San
Diablo.

Nothing.

"Maybe the demons are at the Denny's on the 101," | said. "Thistown hasthirty thousand people. We're
patrolling atiny fraction.”

"Or maybe there are only two demonsin town right now," David said. "Maybe they can't risk ustaking
oneout."

"Becauseif they don't have two, the plan can't go forward. Y ou may haveapoint.” | yawned. " Of
coursg, if wed thought of that before three in the morning, | could have gotten a decent night's deep.”
For that matter, | could have made it home before Stuart. 1'd left him avoice mall telling him | wasgoing
to the hospital to sit with Father Ben, who'd been mugged. | crossed my fingers, hoping Stuart hadn't
guestioned my message. Or, worse, gone to the hospita to St there with me,

David and | were al done on the boardwak now, and nowhere near the hospital. Thelightsin the shop
windows had flickered out hours ago, and the only illumination now came from the odd streetlamp and
the glow of the moon.

"Ready to head back?' he asked.

"Sure" | sad. Then, "No. Wait."

"What?' Hisvoice was sharp, dert. "Y ou see something?'
"No, no. | just..."

| closed my eyes, feding stupid.

"Kae?'

| knew | shouldn't open the gate, but | couldn't stop mysalf. And so | opened my eyes, stared at the
ground, and whispered, "Tell me about Eric."

Helooked sdeways at me, then started walking again, the action so unexpected that | thought maybe he
hadn't heard me.

"David?" | hurried to keep step with him. "Did you hear me?"



"Do you love your husband?"

"Stuart? Yes. Of course | do."

He stopped, then looked me up and down. "Y ou didn't even hesitate.”

"Well, no. Why would I? It'sthetruth.”

"Then what'sthe point?’

"The point?' | repeated. And then | understood. My eyeswelled, and atear spilled out.
He brushed it away with histhumb, the intimate gesture making me shiver. "Kate?'

| shook my heed, grappling for an explanation. | couldn't find one. "I don't know the point,” | said. "
wish | did, but | don't."

He started walking again. Thistime, | didn't prod. After awhile, he spoke again. "'l will tell you onething.
Heloved you, Kate. Heloved you very much. And | think he'd be damn proud of your daughter.”

Thistime, | couldn't stop thetears. | captured hiswords and held them close. They weren't everything.
But for right then, they were enough.

Chapter Nineteen

The house was quiet and dark when | got back home, which redlly isn't that unusual for four-thirty. |
crept upstairs and peeked in onthe kids. Then | got into bed, thistime without waking Stuart, who had
left me asingle rose and anote saying he'd gotten my message and he hoped Father Ben was doing

okay.

The note had warmed me, and | scooted close, pressing againgt him until he shifted in hisdeep and
closed hisarm around my waist. | fell adeep that way, letting al the confusion drift out of my head, and
filling my senseswith the scent and fed of my husband.

Morning camedl too quickly, which tends to happen when you stay out until four, and | woke to
Timmy'singgtent "Pick me up, Momma! Pick meup!”

| peered bleary-eyed a my little boy in his Buzz Lightyear pgamas, his hands stretched out for me. "Hey,
shortstuff,” | whispered.

"Up! Up, up, up!”

"Pshfinyup,” Stuart said, which | interpreted as an order to pick the kid up. | did, and Timmy started
happily bouncing acrass the bed while snging the chorus of "Jngle Bells' a thetop of hislungs.

Stuart moaned and sat up. He gave me aquick kiss. "How's Father Ben?'
"Doing okay," | said. "Thanksfor therose."

He brushed hisfinger dong my nose. "Y ou'd had ahard day."

"Thet | had."



Stuart propped himsdlf on hiselbow and regarded Timmy. "Hey, little man. Y ou want to go with Daddy
to the zoo today ?"

That got my attention. "Sweetheart, | can't go to the zoo today."

"Widll, that's convenient then. Because thisisaman's outing.”

"Ohredly?' | crossed my arms over my chest as| studied him. ™Y ou look like my husband..."”
"I'm the new and improved modd!."

"Yeah?1 don't recdl ordering an upgrade.”

"Automatic indalation,” he said. "The software upgrades when therés aneed.”

"Isthere aneed?’

He hooked an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. "I've been thinking about us. About the
kids. And o, yeah. | think there'saneed.”

"And you're starting with atrip to the zoo. Helll likethat,” | said, nodding toward our spastic child who'd
switched from"Jngle Bdls' tothe"A, B, C" song.

"We could go to the exhibition, but | thought he'd likethismore. And | didn't think Alliewould mind if |
missed. After the Troy fiasco, | figure she'sgoing to get in, do her cheerleader stuff, and head home."

"I'm sure shewon't mind if you miss," | said, not bothering to correct him about the rest. Specificaly, that
there was no way my daughter was going anywhere near that exhibition.

| did out of bed and held my arms out for Timmy. "Come on, big guy. Let's get you dressed for your
day with Daddy!"

He jumped into my armswith asgqued, and | spun him around. An act which naturaly spurred arequest
for meto spin him again. And again. And again. After the fourth spin, the room was spinning, too, and |
sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for it to dow down.

Stuart came to my rescue, hoisting Timmy up onto his hip. "Come on, kiddo. Let'slet Mommy collapse
inpeace.”

He paused in the doorway. "I amost forgot. | thought we could get asitter for tonight, or seeif Allieand
Mindy want to earn afew bucks."

"What for?'

"| thought we could go see amovie. Hold hands. Eat popcorn.”

A littletingle of pleasure shot through me. "What movie?!

"Doesit matter?'

Hisgrinwaswicked, and | matched it watt for watt. “No, | guessit doesn't.”
"Soit'saplan then?'

| thought about the plans | dready had for the day. Stop Asmodeus. Save the world.



Surely I'd be done by dinnertime.

| looked up a my husband, who looked just asrumpled in his pgiamas asmy little boy. "Yeah," | said
withagrin. "I think | can squeezeyouin.”

Alliewas still adeep when my two guys|eft, and | didn't bother waking her. Instead, | rlaxed in theliving
room, drinking coffee and reading the newspaper and enjoying the quiet of the near-empty house.

| figured | deserved the downtime. After dl, in afew short hours, 1'd be up to my neck in demons and
minions, trying to keep the vilest demonsin history locked tight in Hell where they belonged. | needed to
relax and get ready. Not to mention pump mysdlf up with caffeine.

| was on my second cup when Allie barreled down the gairs. "Mom! It'saready nine o'clock! How
could you let me deep so long?!

"Y ou seemed tired."

"l was tired. But now I'mincredibly latel”

A little finger of worry snaked up my back. "L ate? For what?"

"Duh. The exhibition. I've only been working on it for like forever."
"Youregoing?But | thought..."

"What? Troy?' Shelifted her chin. "'l am so over him."

"Yes, but he'sgoing to be there.”

"I'm not ababy, Mom. And I'm not abouit to give him the satisfaction of not showing up.”
"Yeeh, Allie" | sad. "You are"

Sheblinked & me. "What?"

"I don't want you going anywhere near that exhibition. Do you understand?’
"Do | understand? No! | don't understand. Mom, | have to go."

"No, young lady, you don't." | stood up, working to keep my voice cam and levd. "' don't want you
anywhere near that boy or near Cool. We talked about this once aready.”

"God, Mom! All I'm going to do is stand around serving food and perform a couple of cheers.”
"No, you're not."
"That's S0 unfair! Everyone's going to think I'm atotal dacker!”

"Then well get you adoctor's note. Well tell them you have Ebola or something, but thisis one argument
you're not going to win."

She spun around, then stomped up the stairs and disappeared. A few seconds later, the house shook
with theforce of her damming door.

Wl



Someday 1'd explain how 1'd kept her out of harm'sway. In the meantime, | figured I'd earn some
brownie points by renegotiating my stand on eyeshadow. But later. Right now | needed to get dressed
and go to the exhibition that 1'd just prohibited my daughter from visiting.

| took aquick shower, got dressed, then gathered my weapons and backpack-style purse. On my way
out, | tapped on Alliesdoor. No answer. | debated, then decided to go onin. "Al?"

The lump on the bed moved.

"Areyou gill mad a me?'

No answer.

"So I'm getting the Sllent treatment?”!

Still no answer, but the lump moved again.

"Fine. Sulk if you want, but I'm going to go run some errands. Stay home, keep the darm set, and cdll
Mrs. Dupont if you need anything. Okay?" Eddie was a the hospita with Father Ben, but I'd give him a
cal from the road and get him to go home and stay with Allie.

A hand emerged from under the blanket, flashing me athumbs-up sign. | tifled the urgeto roll my eyes,
then gathered my things, strapping a utility belt on under my leather jacket, and arming mysdlf asbest |
could without being too obvious.

| was checking the lock on the back door when | noticed two of the water pistols Allie had bought for
Timmy.

| grinned, considering the possibilities. And then | opened the door, grabbed the things, and shoved them
in my backpack.

| found David in thethick of things, giving directionsto acluster of parent volunteers. He caught my eye,

then signded for me. As soon as he was free, he came over and steered me to aquiet spot.

"Lotsof peoplehere” | said. "I'll dowhat | haveto, but | hate having thisthing go down in front of so
many people.”

"Isit too late to cancd ?"

"| thought about that yesterday, but what if Asmodeus and the others scatter? At least now, we know
whereto find them." He frowned. "Or we thought we knew where to find them."

"What do you mean?"
"The surfers were supposed to have been here by now. I'm starting to wonder if we called thiswrong.”

| turned and looked out toward the sea. At least Six kids dotted the horizon, riding the waves. "Aren't
they here?'

"Not the cgptains," he said. "And not Cool."
"Well, hdl," | sad. "Maybethey'reinvisble?

"l don't think s0," David said. Honestly, | didn't believeit, either.



"They can't perform the ceremony until noon,” | said. "Maybe they're waiting to come & the last minute.”
"Or maybe they're somewhere else entirdly,” David said.

| frowned, but didn't say anything. He was right, of course. But where else would they be? Why plan out
thiswhole thing and not use the beach? Not questions | could answer, and | fought awave of
helplessness. "No," | said. "There hasto be away to figure this out.”

With David following in my wake, | headed down toward the surf, staying far enough back from the froth
of theincoming wavesto keep my shoes dry. One of the team members was climbing out of the water, a
wide grin splitting hisface. He held hisarms out for ablond girl, who gpplauded and laughed. The blond,

| redlized, was Susan.

"Susan!" | caled out for her, waving my arm over my head to get her attention.

She turned, then smiled broadly when she saw me. She grabbed the boy's hand and the two of them
cameover. "Hey, Mrs. Connor! Hey, Mr. Long! Did you see that? Wasn't it avesome?’

"Pretty nice" | said.
"Good job, Andy," David said, giving the boy a pat on the back. "I'm impressed.”

The boy, who looked to be about Allies age, blushed furioudy. "Thanks. I've been practicing. Too late
for today, you know, but | wanted to show Coach that | coulda been ateam captain, too, you know?'

"He's so much better than Troy Myerson and Brent Underhill,” Susan said loyally.
Andy ducked his head. "Nah, those guys are awesome. But I'm doing pretty good.”

"You looked greet,” | said. "And believe me, there are alot better things than being the team captain.”
Especidly under the circumstances. But talking with Andy had proved one thing to me. The captains had
been handpicked. Asmodeus had done his homework, selecting only boys he knew would be susceptible
to his suggestions. Andy's sweet temper and modest nature may have kept him from being selected team
captain, but it had aso kept the eye of ademon off of him.

| would have liked to have told him that, but | didn't quite know how to phraseit. Instead, | just asked
where the team captains and Coach Cool were.

He shrugged and looked at Susan. "Dunno,” he said. "They were here at ten. | saw Brent talking with
JoAnn. And then the next time | looked for ‘em, they were gone.”

"Gone where?'

Andy shrugged. "Didn't say. They'll be back soon, though. | mean, we start in about half an hour.”
"Why?" Susan added. "Areyou looking for Allie?'

"No, Allie's not coming today."

"Sure sheis. | saw her with Troy Myerson less than an hour ago.”

The force of her words pushed me back, and | think 1 would have fallen had David not caught my elbow.
"Could you say that again?"' | asked.

Susan must have realized she'd broken some sort of car-pool buddy's secret code, because she fidgeted,



clearly uncomfortable. Andy, who I'd aready decided was astand-up guy, stepped up to the plate. "She
was taking with Troy Myerson. Giving him a pretty nasty dressing down, actualy.” Heflashed awide
grin. "She's got amouth on her, Mrs. Connor."

David took astep up. "But you said she left with Troy. Did she look like she wanted to go with him?”

Susan shrugged. "1 dunno. | guess so. | mean, shelooked alittle tiff, but | thought she was probably il
just pissed off, you know? Or she's been working out too hard. Or something.”

"Where did they go?" | asked, hearing the edge of hysteriain my voice.
"Honestly, | don't know."

| turned to David, who pressed afinger over my lips. "Thanks, guys," he said to the kids. Then he took
my arm and led me away, his steps quick and defined. Hishand on my arm was hot, and | could fed his
panic seeping into my body to mix with my own. She snuck out! Allie had never once disobeyed me! So
why did she have to pick today?

Honestly, as soon thiswas over, she was going to be so grounded.
"Kate?'
| fought back tears, desperately hoping I'd have the chance to ground her.

"l don't get it," | said. "They have the book. They have the human assstants. They have two demons.
Why risk coming here? And why teke the girls?'

"l don't know," he said, hisvoicetight.

But | did. All of asudden, | knew for sure. "Nephaim,” | said. "Oh, dear God, when the demons rise up
they're going to... they want to..."

| clenched my figts, unableto give voice to the thought.

David took me by the shoulders and looked into my eyes. "It's not going to happen, Kate, because we're
going to sop it."

| nodded. Right. He wasright. Allie wasn't even old enough to date. There was no way she was going to
end up the sngle mom of asuperhuman demonic baby. No way in hell.

We were just about to climb into David's Jeep when Marissa Cartwright ran toward us. "Kate! Wait!"
"Inahurry, Marissal I'll beright back.” A lie, but she didn't need to know that.

"Wait! I'mtrying to find JoAnn!*

| stopped, suddenly overwhelmed with compassion for thiswoman | didn't much like.

"I don't know where sheis," | said honestly.

"Thelast | saw, she waswith your daughter.” There was accusation in her voice, and | siffened againgt it.
| didn't say anything, though. I'd been accusng myself just asharshly.

"I don't know where they are, Marissa. Maybe they're off practicing a cheer.”



Her face tightened. "'I'd hoped you kept better track of your daughter than you did of poor Mr. Sinclair.”

That did it. | stepped forward, every muscle poised to pummel thiswoman. To tell her that sheld lost
track of her daughter, too. And that if she wanted JoAnn safe she needed to get off my back and let me
domy job.

| couldn't say any of it, though. | might consider Marissathe spawn of Satan, but | knew in my heart it
wasn't literal. And right now she was just amom who was concerned for her daughter.

| drew abreath and put a soft hand on her arm. "I'm sure JoAnn'sfing" | said. "And when | see Allig, Il
be sureto tdl her you're looking for her."

That didn't satisfy her, | could see that much in her eyes, but 1'd spared as much timefor Marissaas|
intended.

"Can you take charge of the parent volunteers?' David asked her as| did intothecar. "l needtoruna
quick errand.”

Marissa's face was il pinched, but she nodded. And then, full of newfound power, Marissa marched
back toward the exhibition tables.

"Go," | sad, but David already had the car started. He backed out of the parking lot and pulled onto
PCH.

"Where?'
To that, unfortunatdly, | didn't have an answer.

While David drove as dowly as he could manage down the Coast Highway, | looked out toward the
ocean. Maybe they'd smply gone down the beach, looking for aless crowded spot to perform the
ceremony. | saw nothing, though. And, honestly, that didn't fed right.

"Think," | said to mysdf. "Where could they go to perform aritua?"
| looked at the clock. Twenty to twelve.

Timewas running out.

My cedll phonerang, and | snatched it up. Laura.

"Alliesgone!" she said without preamble. Then rattled off astory about how sheld cometo find Mindy
and found her adeep in Alliesroom—alone.

| kicked mysdlf, redlizing that the lump in Alli€'s bed had been Mindy. The possibility hadn't even
occurred to me.

| cut Lauraoff, though, because none of that mattered. "She'swith Cool," | said. "And we were wrong.
The ceremony's not at the beach. We don't know whereit is. Can you get online and find every article
you can about Cool? Especialy after the wipeout?!

"What am | looking for?' she asked.
"l havenoidea"

| heard her tapping in the background. "Nothing so far. Just amention of the exhibition. Involved in the



community. Blah blah blah.”
"Nothing es=?"

"Still looking. Wait. Herés apicture of him and awoman. The caption says she's his girlfriend. Maybe
they're a her house?'

"Doesit say her name? Can you find an address?!
"Looking."

| fidgeted in my seat, wishing | was there looking over her shoulder. Wishing | was driving. Wishing | was
pounding something sharp through that bastard demon Asmodeuss eye. Anything but sitting helplessina
car while my baby wasin danger.

Allie. Dear God, Allie.

Beside me, David didn't ook much better. His mouth was firm, hisface hard, and his hands were so tight
on the steering whed his knuckles were pure white.

"Nothing," Laurasaid. "l can't find areference to an address, ajob or anything. Do you want meto—"
"Wait!" | turned to David. "The Danvers Museum. Head to the museum.”
"Kate?' That from Laura

"Allie said that Cool's girlfriend was a museum docent. That shewas mousy, and so he must beanice
guy, because why e se would he hang on to a mousy museum docent when he could have a Baywatch
babe."

"For that matter,” Laurasaid. "Why does ademon need agirlfriend a al?'

"Unlesshe needs her," | said. "The museum's closed until January. But if she can get ingde, it would
make sense for him to keep her around.”

"Yeah," Laurasaid. "They're setting up for some Macedonian artifact exhibit.”

"I saw that exhibit," | said. "One of the display cases wasfilled with stone tablets covered with geometric
shapes.”

| was looking at David when | said that. He'd aready been flying through town, but now the car seemed
to go even fadter.

"Cdl Eddie" | saidto Laura. "Tdl him and Father Ben what's going on. And," | added, "tdll themto
pray.”

Chapter Twenty

There are no carsin the museum parking lot when we arrived, and when we tugged on the front door, we
discovered that it was locked.

"We could bewrong,” David said.



| looked a my watch and fought ashiver. "No," | said. "We don't have time to be wrong.”

| turned around, righting panic as| looked for something large and heavy. "There," | said, pointing to a
large clay planter.

| watched, numb, as David hoisted it, then dammed it against the glass doors.
Nothing. Not even a scratch.

"Goddamn it!" he screamed, as my body turned hot, then cold. | clenched and unclenched my fists
againg the dternating urge to pummel someone and to curl up into abal and cry.

As David yanked the door handle and cursed, | looked around, trying to keep my focus and find another
way in.

I'd spent half of my life learning to keep calm. To control my emotions. To reinin my fear and use it
againg my enemies. Those were good lessons, and | dug deep to find that same strength again. Because
| couldn't lose control. Not now. Not when Allie needed me.

With sudden decision, | whipped around to David and held out my hand. "Give me your keys."
"Whét are you—7?"

But I'd dready taken the keys and was running down the stairsto the parking lot. | jumped into his Jeep,
shifted into gear, and gunned the thing. It shot forward, rattling up the sairsjust as eadly as climbing over
apileof rocks.

Onthe marble patio, | paused just long enough to fasten my seet belt. David caught my eye, hisnod
quick and determined. | clutched, shifted, gunned it—then smashed through the front door of the Danvers
Museum, sending shards of glassflying and exploding an airbag into my face.

| expected the shrill shriek of an darm system to pierce the air, but there was nothing, just the oddly
hollow sound of the airbag hitting my body and the crunch of glass under David's feet as he raced to me.
He threw open the door and took my hand, pulling me out even as| unfastened the seat belt.

We raced into the heart of the museum, me leading the way to where I'd seen the Macedonian display. |
hoped it was till there. More, | hoped Alliewas.

The second we rounded the corner into the darkened specia exhibits room, | saw her, and my heart
flooded with relief even as| wanted to scream in terror. There she was, my beautiful daughter, on her
kneesin front of the open book, her handstied behind her back. Troy Myerson stood behind her, his
expression determined, her ponytail tight in his hand. And beside them both were JoAnn and Brent,
amilarly positioned as captor and captive.

David grabbed me by the collar and pulled me back to him, hiding both of usin the relative safety of the
black drapesthat still covered thewalls. "Wait," he whispered.

| wanted to struggle, to burst out and rescue my girl, but | knew he was right. We were outnumbered
here, and if we went rushing in without a plan, someone might get killed. Someone who wasn't ademon.

Cool loomed large, Creadey at atention beside him. Cool's skin shimmered, the rotting flesh of the
demon Asmodeus reveding itself with each beet of his human heart.

He stood directly acrossfrom Allie and JoAnn. Both girls were shaking, silent tears streaming down their



cheeks.

| wanted to strangle the bastard, to send him back to Hell with my bare hands. It took every ounce of
willpower in my body to wait. David's hand closed on my shoulder, asilent reminder that | couldn't jump
the gun here. | couldn't let my emotionsrule my actions. Not if | wanted to win.

Asmodeuss arms were raised, astone tablet tight in both hands. Acrosstheroom | saw the display case,
now ajumble of metd and shattered glass.

Theroomwas gtill done up in the black velvet drapes, black lights providing the dim illumination that
made the whole scenario seem that much eerier and caused the patterns on the tablets to glow.

The demon closed his eyes and started muttering in Latin, words and phrases | didn't understand, but
which clearly were working, because the pages on the book suddenly started to flip, asif stirred by a
strong breeze.

"Out of time," | whispered. My tiletto was dready snug at my wrist, but now | did it out, engaged the
blade, then carefully replaced it in the wrist holster. With the two knives on my belt, that made three. |
just needed one morething.

| did the backpack from my shoulder, then tugged the drawstring silently open. | took out two pistols and
handed one to David, smiling despite the circumstances at thelook on his face when he saw the
SpongeBob image stamped on the grip.

"Shoot straight,” | whispered. Then | burst into the room, gun blazing, a stream of holy water hitting Cool
in the face and knocking him backwards. More important, it sllenced him.

Beside me, David did the same, nailing Creadey with his steady spray.
The stench of burning demon flesh filled the room, the putrid odor of sulfur and filth amost overpowering.

| raced toward Allie, her cry of "Mother!" echoing around me, the hysteriain her voice ripping a my
heart.

"I'm coming, baby," | ydled. "Hang on."
JoANn saw me and started screaming, crying out for me and Mr. Long to save her.

As| watched, Troy jerked Allies ponytail, pulling her to her feet. At the sametime, hisfree hand
whipped around, and | saw the flash of meta as he pressed the blade of aknife against her throat. She
looked at me, her eyeswide with fear.

"Stay back!" heydled. "Hands up, or | swear I'll kill her.”

"It'syouwho'sgoing to die, Troy," | said, keeping my hands up, my wrists toward me so that he couldn't
see my diletto. "Whatever they promised you, they're lying. Y ou're not getting power or immortality or
any of that. Y ou're being sacrificed, Troy." | forced my voiceto stay level and calm. | kept my eyeson
the boy, trusting David to take care of everything ese. "Y ou're the sacrificia lamb, and you don't even
know it."

"Liar!" he screamed.

Off tomy left, | heard Creadey scream in pain as David got him with another stream of holy water. | saw
aflash inthe queer purple light as Creadey pulled aknife of hisown, then rushed David. | stiffened, but |



never took my eyes off my daughter. "David?'
The breathless reply came back dmost ingtantly. "Don't mind me.”

| exhaled inrelief. | had no intention of leaving Allie. Asfar as| was concerned, David needed to teke
care of himsdf.

JoAnn was screaming hysterically for me, and Troy was ydling for Cool to get up. To do something. To
shut me up. Allie, bless her, stayed straight and silent, her chin high and her eyesfocused. 1'd never been
more proud or moreterrified. Or, for that matter, more impotent. Because Troy could dice her throat
with one quick move, and | didn't have a clue how to keep that from happening.

So | stood there thinking as David battled Creadey and as Cool climbed to hisfeet. From within the
chalk outline of atriangle | could now see on the floor, he seemed to loom over al of us. He looked a
me, hispiggy eyesblood red. "If she drops her hands" he said, hiswordslikeice, "kill thegirl."

Troy nodded shakily, and even from severd yardsaway, | could hear his shalow breathing. "But she's
lying, right? I'm mean, like, shelsatotd liar, isn't she?'

The demon's response was low and harsh. ™Y ou doubt my word?"
“No! I... I mean, 1..."

"Slence!" And then the demon began the Latin chant again. | caught only a smattering of recognizable
words—Héll, prison, ademand to comeforth. | didn't need to hear the words to know what was
happening, though. Thetablet pulsated, the patterns glowing bright even as the book seemed to come
aive. Once again, the pages flipped wildly, and the horrific cries of the damned escaped the pagesto
echo throughout the room.

Troy gasped, staring at the spectacle even as he tightened his grip on the knife. | could see Allie cringe as
the blade pressed againgt her flesh, and | forced mysdlf to remain ill, afraid that even the dightest
misstep would push the boy over the edge.

With me stuck like a statue, David stepped into the gap, emptying his pistol onto Asmodeus. But now the
demon ignored the pain, barely even flinching when the water cut a path down the oozing red flesh.

A trancelike state had overcome the demon, and as he muttered the incantation, the book began to
release the first Tartarus prisoner.

JoAnn saw it firdt, her high-pitched scream piercing theair. "A claw! Oh, God, what is going on?'

Sure enough, a grotesque hand formed of burned and oozing flesh, and with wolflike claws had emerged
from the book and was grappling for purchase. Troy saw it, too, and as revulsion registered on hisface, |
saw hisarm go dack.

We might not have a better chance. And we were damn sure running out of time. "Now!" | screamed to
Allie, and she reacted like apro, shooting her arm up and out, getting Troy at the wrist and forcing the
knife away from her throat. She timed the move perfectly with a backwards head butt. Surprised, Troy
spun backwards, but he recovered quickly, leading with his knife as he lunged back toward her.

My little girl had played it smart, though, and the instant she was free, she/d dropped and rolled. And that
gave methe opportunity | needed. | shifted the gun to my left hand, then pulled the stiletto out with my
right.



Then | sent it flying, hoping whét little practice I'd gotten in over the last few months would suffice. The
knife plunged into histhigh, and Troy flinched, screaming in pain as he dropped to the ground.

"Bitch!" hecried.
"Go!" | screamed to Allie,

Shewent, but instead of racing out of the room like I'd hoped, she tackled Brent, knocking the surf
captain to the ground. JoAnn screamed and | raced that direction, but by thetime | got there, it was all
over. Allie had grabbed Brent's head and smashed it back hard against the stone floor. The boy was out.

So, for that matter, was JoAnn, having released one find ear-splitting scream and then dropping into a
deed faint.

In front of us, the cause of her scream protruded from the book. A dime-covered head, like something
emerging at birth, materiaized from the pages, the two hands that had aready been rel eased grasping for
purchase on the stone floor as the demon struggled for freedom.

"Gol" | saidto Allie. | pointed to JOAnn. "Get her out of here, and stay out!"
"What's happening? What's going—"
"Dammit, Allie Just go!”

She hesitated, the uncertainty on her face dmost masking the terror. Then she went, dragging JoAnn by
the underarms toward the exit as | emptied the water pistol on the emerging Tartarus demon. The flesh
popped and sizzled, but didn't even dow the demon down.

Worse, my pistol was empty. | tossed the usdless thing aside, pulled another knife from my belt, and
rushed in to do battle with Cool.

Hed retreated into the far corner, and hisincantations were louder and faster. If he finished—if he drew
out the Tartarus demons—David and | would be dead mesat. So, | figured, would most of San Diablo.

Hislegswerethick and powerful, like an animd's, and while he held the tablet aloft, he kicked at me, the
powerful thrusts forcing me backwards toward the book and the Tartarus demons.

| lashed out with the knife, managing to inflict adegp wound, but paying the price when he kicked the
knife out of my hand, then landed a solid kick to my ribs, sending meflying.

| landed afew feet from the book, near where Allie and JoAnn had been. Troy, | saw, was gone, having
dipped through the far exit. | imagined he was out of the museum right now, running asfast as he could
away from thisplace,

| forced mysdlf not to go after him and punish him for the hell held put my daughter through. The threeat
was il here, and powerful. And if | didn't stop it, Alliewould beliving afar worse hell very soon.

A few feet away, the Tartarus demon continued to fight hisway out. My entire body ached as| crawled
toward it, then tried to dam the book shut. | couldn't make it budge.

The claw reached for me, and | jerked back. The demon was Hill partialy in Hell. If he caught hold of
me, could he suck me back in with him?

"Kae"



David's sharp yd| cut through the cacophony and had my blood running cold. | rolled over to see David
on thefloor. The marbletileswere dick with holy water, and as he tried to find purchase to push himself
up, Creadey was coming at him, knife at the ready.

IICaEII

| searched, found it beside me, then did it across the floor toward David even as Creadey legped for his
attack.

He caught it just in time, running his hand down to knock off the rubber tap at the bottom to reved a sted
point. As Creadey's knife descended, David dammed the cane up, that lethal point sinking deep into
Creadey'seye.

The demon escaped to the ether, and the body sagged to the ground. With only one demon left, only one
Tartarus demon could escape. That, however, was one too many.

| didn't bother waiting for David; | clamored to my feet and raced back toward Asmodeus. The Tartarus
demon'’s shoulders were out of the book now, and apuddie of dimewas forming on the floor around
where he emerged. Soon, held be out. And the only fool proof way to stop him wasto stop the
incantation.

To do that, we needed to kill Asmodeus.

The demon loomed before us, having gained height and bulk as he shed his human form. Open sores
oozed with greenish pus and the stench he emanated was dmost unbearable. | told mysdlf thiswasa
good thing. A revedled demon isavulnerable demon. Never mind that he's also adamn strong demon.
So long as he stayed outside the human shell, he could be killed. And somehow, David and | were going
to do just that.

| rushed in, knowing the move wasrisky, but needing to land ablow. More, needing the demon to shut
up—to stop the incantation. | didn't bother with fancy moves. Ingtead, | just lunged, burying my last knife
in hismidsection.

He screamed in pain, one thick leg shooting out to knock me backwards, even as his arms continued to
hold the tablets doft. | landed near Brent's unconscious form, breathless, my knife still stuck in the
demon'sthick hide.

I'd stopped the incantation, though. For at least afew seconds, I'd dowed the release of Hell upon the
earth.

David bought us afew more seconds, rushing into thefray even as| climbed to my feet. I'd logt dl three
of my knives, and now | looked around for something to use as awegpon. | saw my stiletto shining on
the far sde of the room, no longer buried in Troy'sflesh. | started to dive for it, but stopped when | heard
thefamiliar voice cdl my name.

"Yo! Katie-girl. Over here!™

| spun, handily catching the super-squirter water pistol that Eddie tossed to me. | hooked the strap over
my shoulder, then held up my hand for the sheathed sword that came next.

Only then did | see that Eddie was armed with asquirter of hisown. "Now get that son of abitch.”

He aimed and fired, rushing toward the demon with more speed than | would have thought him capable
of. Asthe holy water fired by Eddie cut pus-filled paths on the demon, David and | attacked those



vulnerable spots with our wegpons.
"Thetablet!" | yelled. "It's not the book, it's the tablet!"
But try aswe might, we couldn't get toit.

Wekept at it until both Eddie and | had emptied the pistols. The incantation had dowed, but the demon
was far from defeated. He was huge, vile, and strong as hell. In anutshell, we were screwed.

| honestly didn't think it could get any worse.
Of course, it did.

"I'll kill her!™ Troy's voicefilled the room, and | soun around to see my daughter stlanding terrified, aknife
seemingly floating in space pressed tight againgt her throat. "Y ou let him finish!™ the invisible boy shouted.
"Thisismine! And you can't takeit away fromme!™

"Hold on there, boy," Eddie said, refilling his squirter from an opague jug even as Asmodeus started back
up with the incantation.

| kept my eyeson Allie, but took atentative step toward the demon.
"Dont!" Troy cdled. "I'll doit, | will."

And | believed him. I'd heard that wild hysteria before. The maniacal timbrein the voice of ahuman
who'd been promised wondrous, horrible things. | believed him, and | froze. And if that meant that a
demon from Tartarus would be loosed upon the world, then so beit. But | wasn't going to risk my
daughter'slife just to keep themin Hell.

Besde me, David stood just as till, hisface frozen in amask of fear and determination.
Heturned his head dowly, then mouthed asingle word to me: Listen.

| frowned. Listen to what? The incantation? The boy?

"Finish!" Troy ydled to Asmodeus. "Finish and give me my reward!"

The demon ignored him, never breaking from his chant. And as he chanted, Troy started to reappear. His
form fading in and out like poor television reception.

"It's happening, Troy," | said. "Listen to me. Beieve me. Y ou're becoming visible because he's
abandoning you. That demon on the floor is going to take your place, and you're going to be sucked
draight into Hell.”

"Youlie" hehissed, hisreveaed face now contorted in pain.

| looked to David to help me out here—to try to convince the boy—but he had his head down and was
praying. "Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord iswithyou..."

| stared. He was praying the Haill Mary? Did that mean—"?

A keening wall rose behind me, and | turned to see the demon amost fully emerged from the book. He
rocked back on his haunches, black shark eyes aimed toward the ceiling, and his mouth open to release
the sounds of torment in Hell. Only atail remained in the book, just atiny bit of flesh restraining him from
fully entering our world.



| caught Alli€'s eye, saw both bravery and fear.

"Let her go, you screwed up little pup of aboy." Eddie's voice rang out, filling the room. He held his
Super squirter at the ready.

"Eddie!" | screamed.
"Idiot!" howled Troy. "Y ou think that holy water's going to do any good against me?"
"Why not?' Eddie said. "Y ou're practically demonic.”

And as Troy laughed, Eddiefired. And then, to my complete amazement, Troy screamed out in pain.
Alliedidn't waste any time, breaking free from his hold even before | could scream her name.

"Hal" | heard Eddie say as Allie started demonstrating some of Cutter's more brutal moveson Troy. "Hot
sauce. Gets'em every time."

I'd spun around, and was about to leap on Asmodeus. | had no weapon, but | also had no choice. | had
to shut him up. Had to stop that damned incantation.

Before | could legp, though, David cried out for me. "Katie," he caled, the tone and inflection of hisvoice
so familiar it ripped my heart in two. "Now!"

| didn't think. | couldn't. | just heard hisearlier Hail Mary prayer in my head and saw now that he was
looking up toward thelight fixture and the caged, fluorescent black light.

The Tartarus demon was amost free, and | ran toward David asif the devil himself werechasngme. Ina
way, | guess hewas.

If I waswrong, we'd crash and burn and the demon would be free. If | was right, we might—might
—have achance,

| prayed | wasright. And as David grabbed me by the waist and tossed meinto the air, | knew my
prayers had been answered.

| grabbed the cage and swung out, kicking my legsand praying. Praying hard.

Below me, David thrust his caneinto the belly of the beast, distracting Asmodeus from what | was doing.
And, thank God, it worked. Y es, the demon reared his head back and saw me. But by that time, it was
too late. My foot connected with the tablet, and it went flying, landing on the hard marble floor and
shattering on impact.

A column of fire shot up from the book, then spun like awhirlwind of fire and damnation before being
sucked back down with a whoosh into the pages, taking the nearly released Tartarus demon back down
withit.

Asmodeus howled in frugtration and anger, his clawed hand finding my leg and yanking me free from my
precarious grip on the light fixture.

While one hand held my leg, the other grasped my head, and | knew without a doubt that he was about
toripmeintwo.

| heard Allie scream for me, and below, | saw David swing the sword, and | knew he was aiming to
throw it, @aming to cut off the demon's head.



| didn't even havetimeto pray before the blade was released, flying through the sky toward my captor's
neck.

And then, suddenly, | wasfdling.

| landed with athud on the ground, then rolled over quickly, expecting to see an oily stain of bile marking
the demon'sremains.

Instead, | saw Coal.

The demon had changed back at the last minute, transforming out of his vulnerable state. He was on the
ground, as shocked and breathless as 1. But not for long. | threw mysalf on him, and before he could
gather the strength to toss me off, | grabbed one of the shards from the broken tablet, and jammed it right
into hiseye.

The demon left inapuff and | fell backwards onto the floor, with barely enough energy to call for my
daughter.

Shewasat my sdein an ingtant. "What's happening, what's happening?' She repested the question, over
and over, as| stroked her hair and told her, "It's okay. It's okay. It's over. It's okay."

We held each other like that, rocking and crying until we couldn't stand it anymore.

"Comeon, kiddo," | findly said, pressing my handsto her cheek and looking into her eyes. "Let'sgo. It's
over. It'sfindly over."

Except it wasn't over. Not redly. Infact, if anything, | think it was just the beginning.

Afterward, we stood in the flashing lights from a dozen police cars and told our story to the officerswho
were trying to make sense of what happened. Brent and Troy had been hauled away, arrested on
charges of kidnapping, with more charges—related to the drug cult David and | had hinted at—sureto
come.

JoAnn had been taken to the hospital, unable to remember anything past leaving the beach with the boys.
The paramedics assured her and Marissathat her memory would return. | had to wonder, though. In my
experience, when an encounter with ademon creates hysterica amnesia, the mind usualy stays blank.
Frankly, I think that's agood thing.

Marissarode in the ambulance to the hospital, and | promised to drive her car back to my house. Shel'd
nodded a quick thank-you, then wiped away the tears that had battled through her defenses. Then shed
reached over and hugged me. Tight.

| didn't ask, but | had afeding that marker | owed her had been satisfied.

Wed had very littletime to talk before the police arrived, but the story David and | had come up with
was that we'd learned that the boys were involved in some weird cult rituas. When we learned they'd
taken Allie and JoAnn, wed gone after them. We probably should have cdled the police right away, but
we weren't thinking clearly.

Sofar, at least, the police seemed to be buying it.

My daughter, though...



She'd seen enough to know that our story didn't quite match redlity, So far, we hadn't had the chance to
talk, and | till wasn't sure what | was going to tell her. About me, or about what happened in the
museum. | wanted to protect her from the truth, but sometimes you have to take the blinders off and let
your kids seeredlity.

I'd reached that point with Allie. It wastime she knew the truth about my life. It was, after al, her life,
too.

| looked over to where she was talking with David and shivered, wondering suddenly about my own
definition of truth. The Haill Mary maneuver. Thetone of hisvoice. His urgent cry of Katie inthat oh, so
familiar voice

| brushed away atear. I'd learned afew truths today, too. Of that, | was certain. But | wasn't &t all
certain what | was going to do about it.

And what, | wondered, was he talking about with Allie? | took a step that direction, my ssomach tight as
| thought about the things David could be telling her. But | was held back by the gentle press of ahand
on my shoulder.

"Hold off there," Eddie said.
"But hemight—"
"Won't doit," Eddiesad. "Do you redly believe hell tell the girl anything you don't want her to know?"

| thought about that, relaxing abit when | redlized that Eddie was right. Whatever his name, the man she
was talking to would never do an end run around me. For better or for worse, with regard to matters
demonic, | wasthe only parent Allie had. And the decisions to be made were mine done.

| squared my shoulders and joined them. Allieimmediately sagged againgt me. David gave her aquick
hug, then aimed asmile my direction. "I'll let you two talk," he said, then stepped away.

"Wat! 1]

Heturned back, aquestionin hiseyes. | didn't want to leave Alliesside, but | had to talk to him. "Allig, |
need to—"

"I'm gonna sit,” she said, then moved to the steps. | watched her for a second, then turned back to face
David, not sure what | wanted to say, or what | wanted to hear.

"Kae?'
"That move," | blurted. "The Hall Mary. How did you know?"

He studied my face. "Eric told me," hefindly said. Helooked away, focusing on something over my
shoulder. "I'd forgotten, but your crash landing at Cutter's reminded me."

"That'sit?' | didn't believe him. Not for aminute.
Helooked mein the eye. "Isthere some other answer you'd prefer?”

My breeth hitched in my throat as | thought about that. Thought about my life and my husband and my
little boy. One word, and my family would change forever. That wasn't adecision | could make. Not
right then. Maybe not ever.



"No," | said, my voicethick with tears. "Thank you."
Hissmilewaswarm, but his eyeswere sad. "Anytime, Katie-kins.”
Heturned away then, leaving me shaky and not at al sure I'd done theright thing.

| took a deep breath to steady myself, then turned and walked to Allie. "I'm sorry | snuck out,” she
whispered. "Am | grounded?'

"Well tak about it later," | said, baffled by the wonders of the teenage mind. Everything that had
happened over the last few hours, and she was worried about being grounded?

She nodded, apparently satisfied, then tugged at aloose thread on the knee of her jeans. " So, where's
Stuat?'

"They're sending apatrol car for him. He sounded too freaked out on the phone. | didn't want him
driving." I'd dso wanted to buy afew extraminutes, but | really had been worried. | could just seethe
pileup on the highway from Stuart bresking every traffic law to get to us.

"Oh." Thethread cameloose, and shewrapped it around her index finger, cutting off the circulation until
thetip turned pink. "So hell be alittle while getting here?”

| looked at my watch. "Probably afew minutesmore.” | asked her why, but, honestly, | didn't realy need
to.

Shelifted ashoulder. "I dunno. So, like, do you remember that conversation we had on theway to Los
Angeles? The one about secrets?!

Even though I'd been expecting it, | stiffened. ™Y eah, baby. | remember.”

"| think you've got some secrets, too, Mom," she said, looking mein the eyefor only an instant before
dropping her gaze back down to her hands. "Do you?"

| drew in abreath, let it out. "Yes, Allie | have afew."

She nodded dowly, asif consdering that. And thistime when shelooked a me, her gaze didn't waver.
"W, then, Mom, | think it'stime. | think it'stime for you to tell me your secrets.”

"Yeah," | sad, feding surprisngly giddy as| wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.
"ltis"



