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      A tray clattered onto the bar, stacked glasses rattling and crumpled cocktail napkins spilling across the polished wood.

      “Hey Lil! Six Blow Jobs, plus a whiskey with whipped cream for me,” Virginia grinned as she moved the dirties off her tray and into the dish bucket. “Gotta show ’em how it’s done.”

      I chuckled as I poured the Rum Runner I’d been shaking into a glass and dropped a fruit skewer and parasol on top.

      “Another bachelorette party? Isn’t this the third one tonight?”

      “’Tis the season!”

      I pushed the fruity drink across the bar to the frat boy who’d just graduated. If he hadn’t already told me his entire life story in a drunken slur, the Greek letters tattooed on his shoulder would have given him away.

      “Add it to the tab!” he shouted over the blast of a trumpet. He slid a single across the sticky counter. “But this ish for you.” He almost tipped his drink over.

      “Thanks!” I forced a smile, but didn’t bother pulling the sodden bill from the counter. My hands were already setting out the shot glasses for the ladies with the pink sparkly sashes and sloppy smiles.

      “They’re always so optimistic, and yet always underperform,” Virginia took care of the dollar bill for me, putting it in the tip jar shaped like a grinning skull being swallowed by the Kraken. “Too bad really. He’s kinda cute in a puppy dog sorta way.”

      I poured the Kahlua into the glasses with one hand as I shook the can of whipped cream with the other. “Have fun. Not my type.”

      “That’s right. You prefer the soulful artistic type. Like a certain trombone player, maybe?”

      I couldn’t help glancing at the bandstand in the corner. Silas was blasting a solo into the noise of tonight’s crowd, the brass bell of his horn lifted high into the air.

      “Too loud,” I replied. “Flashy.” I slid the foamy shots toward Virginia and she quickly arranged them on her tray. “And that hat! I mean, really?”

      Silas loved this ratty old gray fedora that he wore propped at an angle on his head. It was ugly as sin. It was so ugly, it was kinda cute—not that I’d ever admit it to him or anyone else.

      Virginia shot me an incredulous half smile. The vaguely serpent-shaped pink cloud that wrapped her neck shifted and stuck out its tongue as if tasting the air. “Deny it all you want, but he’s a hottie and the tension between the two of you is . . .” she waved a hand toward her face and blew a lock of hair out of her eyes. “I mean, I don’t know how you sleep at night!”

      I wiggled my fingers in the direction of the bachelorettes. “Go show them how to have a good time and stop bugging me. I’m busy.” I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Virginia, or the demon draped over her shoulder. But since no one else could see it, I was careful to make sure my comments wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. Luckily, it turned its attention away from me and toward the ladies she would be serving.

      I turned to the next customer at the bar, a middle-aged woman wearing clothes designed for someone half her age. She was trying to get Ty’s attention, even though he was halfway down the bar with a crowd of admirers, and I was standing right in front of her.

      I leaned forward, making sure she could hear me. “What can I get’cha?”

      She hardly glanced at me, her eyes all for Ty’s pretty boy looks and flair with the bottles. My partner behind the bar was a performer, entertaining the crowd nearly as well as Silas’s band. He was always a favorite with the ladies, and we kept him in the middle station so that his audience could spread out and more people could watch.

      “How about one of those?” She pressed her lips into a sultry pout and leaned farther onto the bar, angling her chest toward her target.

      I glanced around the crowded bar, looking for a better match for her. “Ty’s a bit tied up—“

      “I’d like to tie him up myself,” the woman interrupted as she rested her chin on the heel of her hand.

      Quick. She was a wit. Or thought she was. I may have gagged in the back of my throat a bit, but I made sure to keep it off my expression. She was here for a good time, the yellow demon on her shoulder whispering to her of lost youth and second chances. If I had to guess, I would have pegged her as a recent divorcée who needed a one-night stand and no regrets in the morning. She was good-looking—probably an early trophy wife who’d been dismissed for the latest model. A touch too much Botox, a bit high maintenance, but still young enough to be a tempting conquest for a younger man. I had just the ticket.

      I started mixing up another Rum Runner. “Like I said, Ty’s working, but I bet if you take this over to the cute guy in the muscle tee over there,” I pointed to frat boy’s table, “you might find exactly what you’re looking for.”

      Divorcée shifted to check out the frat boy’s table. There were four of them, all wearing neon board shorts and tank tops. Frat boy had the best muscles of the group, but the others weren’t bad either. One of them had a dimple on his cheek that would have made Zac Efron jealous. I imagined any or all would do for her just fine.

      She hummed appreciatively as she surveyed the younger men. “You might be right.”

      “If I’m wrong, your next drink’s on me. If not,” I shook the tip jar and lifted an eyebrow to make my point.

      The yellow demon took the bait, pulling her toward the boys. “If you’re right, I’ll double your bet.”

      Since the fruity drinks we served up weren’t cheap, that was a pretty good payout. Especially since I knew I’d win. Frat boy was already opening the table to her. She wiggled her hips in a little two-step to the beat and set the drink down.

      I grinned. Frat boy was going to have his hands full with that one. My eyes drifted back to the bandstand again. Silas was singing now, a poppy tune about the rhythm of the beach in the summertime. It was a good night. Busy. Just the way I liked it. Less time to think and make mistakes.

      I glanced out the open window toward the ocean waves that could just be heard between sets when traffic wasn’t too busy. The moon was out and full, the sky clear. I wiped down the counter in front of me.

      A woman slid into a narrow gap between a busty blonde and a heavyset guy wearing a Hawaiian shirt. Her hair was a wild mass of graying curls barely held back with a long flower-patterned scarf that tied around her head and draped over one shoulder. A lifetime of laughter hid behind twinkling blue-gray eyes and deep within the lines of her face. She wasn’t our usual clientele, to be sure, but she didn’t carry a demon on her shoulder, so she was here by her own choice. And sometimes the older crowd was the most interesting to serve.

      “What’ll you have?” I asked.

      “A storm is coming,” she replied. Her voice warbled slightly, but I could still hear her easily enough over the sound of the band starting their next song.

      I frowned, wracking my brain as I set a cocktail napkin in front of her. “Afraid I don’t know that one. Is it like a Fog Cutter?”

      She shook her head. “I know who you are and what you can do. You won’t be able to hide much longer.”

      I sucked in a startled breath, but before I could flinch away, she grabbed the flower-topped pen from the bun in my hair and started doodling on the napkin.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She couldn’t possibly know about my little gift. I’d been careful. None of my coworkers knew anything about the demons or my visions. If they found out, I’d be fired—or worse.

      My eyes were drawn to the little white square and the old lady’s drawing. Two crescent moons mirrored each other on either side of a circle. The center was filled with what looked like a lower-case letter “h” with three crosses attached.

      “Your abilities are growing stronger. They’ll come for you soon.” Her tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth as she retraced the design, making the lines heavy with ink.

      Goosebumps prickled across the back of my neck. I glanced toward the bouncer at the door. Carlos was sitting in his chair checking IDs. He’d come running if I called, but the little old lady didn’t seem particularly dangerous. A nutter maybe, but not threatening. I hoped.

      She gazed at me with clear eyes and pushed the finished drawing toward me. “It’s your birthright. A gift that comes with responsibility.”

      “Listen, lady, I’m happy to make you a drink, and you can doodle all you want, but you don’t know anything about me or my birthright.” My childhood was my business and no one else’s. I tugged on the cuffs of my long-sleeved Hawaiian shirt to cover the scar on my forearm.

      Her smile was kind, but pitying. “Do not reject who you are, young sister. Your time has come.” She pressed the napkin forward again. “You’re going to need this.”

      A male shout and a few female screams drew all eyes to the far side of the bar, near our third bartender and backup bouncer, Bruce. Bruce was part Samoan and looked like a smaller version of The Rock . . . if you squinted your eyes a little. Usually no one wanted to mess with him, which is why he was stationed farthest from the door. The man was a teddy bear, always ready with a smile. That is, until a punch was going to be thrown. Then all bets were off. He could pound heads with the best of them.

      Bruce flipped up the gate at the end of the counter and stomped his way out into the crowd. I couldn’t see what was going on between the customers, but ephemeral lightning flashed between hulking blue-gray demons that only I could see. The spirits growled and hissed, urging their hosts to violence.

      “Carlos!” I shouted, calling in reinforcements from the front door. Bruce could slow things down, but the bouncers would eject the troublemakers in a heartbeat. It’s what they were paid to do. I needn’t have worried though. He and his partner, James, were already pushing their way through the crowd to Bruce. Within minutes, Bruce was back behind the bar, and the two bouncers were shoving a couple of biker-looking guys in black leather jackets toward the front door. A woman followed behind, mascara smeared beneath her eyes, ruining her otherwise perfectly coiffed rockabilly style.

      “Cyclists,” I joked as I turned back toward the old lady with the frizzy hair. “Always getting into trouble.”

      The woman was gone.

      I scanned the room, but she was nowhere to be seen. One of the frat boys stood in her place, the one with the dimple. “Another Rum Runner. And if you’ve gots another friend hide’n somewhere, shend her my way, wouldja?”

      The napkin lay on the counter beneath his hand. I don’t know what made me do it, but I surreptitiously slid it away and shoved it in my pocket.

      “I’ll keep an eye out.”
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      I was counting out the tips at the end of the night when a trombone case thumped onto the bar.

      “Crazy night, eh?” Silas asked.

      The rest of his band was standing around chatting with the servers, Virginia and Gabi, as they packed up the last of the gear. The two women had already wiped down the tables and flipped the chairs on top so the barback, Ferghus, could mop the floor later. They were only waiting for me to divvy up the tips and they’d be out of there.

      “Yeah, crazy.” I thought of the napkin in my pocket. Ever since that woman had disappeared, I’d had a sense of dark foreboding, like her words were prophetic or something. I could usually identify the crazy and ignore it, even pacify it, but something had been different with this one. Despite her wild hair and bohemian outfit, she hadn’t seemed mentally deranged. Her eyes had been unclouded, her words clear. She hadn’t even had a demon on her shoulder. Yet something about her niggled at the back of my mind.

      Silas rubbed his thumb across the polished wood. “The band’s heading over to the old barn. Gabi and Virginia are coming. Maybe Ty. Feel like joining us?”

      My skin heated. I couldn’t meet his gaze. I stared down at the money in my hands. Silas was sweet. And Virginia wasn’t wrong; he was hot in a nerdy band-geek kind of way, with his battered fedora and awkward smile. It was just . . . I couldn’t let myself get close to people. I knew too much, all the time, thanks to my gift. I’d learned a long time ago to keep it a secret, but every so often something slipped out, and when it did, the people I cared about ran for the hills. Or tried to lock me up.

      It was easier not to care, not to get involved. No matter how much I wanted to.

      “Not tonight,” I replied. “I’m exhausted.”

      “One of these nights I’m going to convince you to go out. With us, I mean.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. I still couldn’t meet his gaze. “Maybe.”

      “Well, if you change your mind, you can call me. I’ll keep my phone on.” Silas slapped his hand down on the wood before grabbing his case. “Have a good night, Lil.”

      I glanced up as he stepped back from the bar. His gaze met mine. A zing of electricity prickled along my nerves.

      “I really do hope you change your mind.” An encouraging smile pulled at the corner of his lips as he dipped his chin and turned away. Regret and longing washed through me, but I didn’t call him back or change my mind. It was all for the best. Really.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Bruce sidled up, still wiping down the last of the wet but clean glasses. “You know, someday you’re going to have to give that boy a chance.”

      I shrugged, looking up into the six-foot Samoan’s face before giving him the same answer I gave Silas. “Maybe.” I handed him his own stack of bills, which he shoved into a pocket. “But I noticed you’re not going out with them, either.”

      “I’m an old married man.”

      “You’re thirty. Only two years older than me. And you’ve been married for what, six months? I bet your wife is still awake and waiting for you.”

      “And we have better ways of spending our time than paying too much to get into a party.” Bruce waggled his eyebrows and grinned. “But I’m not talking about you going out with them. I’m talking about you going out with him. Silas has had his eye on you for months. Cut him some slack, would you?”

      I patted the big man on his muscled shoulder as I passed behind him to exit the bar. “I’ll think on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce insisted on driving me home. Virginia and Gabi had gone with Ty and the band about half an hour earlier, so it was just the two of us, and I appreciated the gesture. I only lived a couple miles away, and I had my bike, but at three in the morning on a Saturday near the beach, you never knew what could happen. I’d had a few self-defense classes and always carried pepper spray, but Bruce had a truck and I was on his route home.

      As we exited the bar, flashing police lights caught our attention. Laguna Beach was usually pretty quiet this time of night. Even the highway was mostly deserted.

      “I wonder what happened,” I asked, staring out at the red and blue strobes. It was hard to tell from a distance and in the dark, but it looked like whatever it was, was on the rocks at the base of the cliffs that overhung the water. Three ATVs had gathered around the area, and flashlights swept their beams across the craggy boulders.

      Without really thinking about it, my feet moved in that direction. I wasn’t normally a looky-loo, but something about the scene called to me.

      “We’re over here,” Bruce called. He’d already thrown my bike into the back of the truck and was standing at the driver’s side door

      I waved him off, my gaze locked on the rocks. A woman’s scream echoed off the rock face. A man shouted. The words were lost, but fear and anger vibrated through the night air. There was something else in there. Something that felt old. And wrong.

      I took off running. Luckily, the crosswalk light was already flashing. I dashed across the highway and ran out on the sand.

      “Lil!” Bruce shouted. I ignored him. He followed anyway.

      The woman screamed again. This time, I could hear the water gurgling in her throat before she was silenced.

      The cops were moving up the rocks. “Let her go!” one of them shouted.

      A hulking shadow leaned over the end of the pile of rocks that bled out into the water. At just after three in the morning, it was nearing low tide, and the rocks were more easily accessible. Still, the cops scrambled to reach the struggling pair.

      As I approached the scene, a cop turned, her hands held out wide. “Stay back,” she warned. “There’s nothing to see here. The beach is closed, so go home.”

      My gaze never left the rocks. I focused on the scene, adjusting my vision to parse the shadows and take in the details. “I know them. They were in the bar tonight.” I replied.

      It was the woman with the tear-smudged mascara and the biker guy. One of them anyway.

      The cop’s expression immediately narrowed into interrogation mode. “What bar?”

      “The Trident. I’m a bartender. They were ejected for fighting. I didn’t see everything.” I looked back over my shoulder. Bruce was walking toward us, his expression wary. He must have stopped to take off his shoes. Smart. I was going to be cleaning sand out of my sneakers for days. “He stopped it,” I said, throwing a thumb over my shoulder and the poor guy under the bus.

      The cop immediately moved to intercept Bruce, and I was left to sneak a little closer. I wasn’t looking to interfere with whatever the cops were doing, but there was still something about the struggle that drove me on. I couldn’t leave it be.

      The woman was in the water, her head barely breaking the surface. Each time she tried to pull herself up, the biker guy pushed her back down. He’d lost the leather jacket he’d been wearing, but the thick soled black boots must have been enough protection to let him clamber across the rocks that the cops now struggled with.

      Oddly, the man’s face was almost completely devoid of expression. He didn’t make a sound. Only his eyes were pinched around the corners, as if in concentration. Like he was trying to solve a puzzle with no solution.

      A shadow twisted through his body. His back spasmed. For a fraction of a second, the biker’s expression shifted from nothing to fierce glee, then back.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      The cop speaking with Bruce turned to face me. “See what?”

      She hadn’t been watching. The man was possessed, and I was the only one who knew it.

      My hand drifted to my pocket. It might have been my imagination, but the napkin felt warmer than it should have.

      I concentrated on the man’s face, willing the demon to show itself again. Ever since that night, the night I got my scar, I’d been able to see the spirits that twisted people to their purpose. Some of them were good, even virtuous. The angel on your shoulder, so to speak. Some were . . . not. Most did no real harm. Like the divorcée in the bar, they were desires made real. Or at least, real to me. No one else could see them.

      Never before, however, had I seen a demon inside a person’s skin. I thought of all the horror movies I’d ever seen—it wasn’t many, I really didn’t need to add to the nightmares in my head—and shuddered. I was no priest to give an exorcism. I was just a bartender. An average one at that.

      Still, if I was the only one who could see what was really going on with this biker dude and his lady, I had to do something to help.

      My feet had taken me to the edge of the water. Waves lapped at my toes. Already, my sneakers were soaked. I stared out at the couple on the rocks and the police who had nearly reached them.

      The biker guy muttered something. I thought I heard the word “sacrifice” and maybe “depths.” If that was his goal, he had very nearly succeeded.

      I waded in up to my knees. They were still twenty yards away, maybe more, but I could see him more clearly. And more importantly, I could see her. Her movements were growing weaker, the time between breaths, longer. The cops were almost there, but it wouldn’t be enough. She wasn’t going to last.

      On instinct, I looked up into the night sky. Wind whipped around me, tossing loose strands of hair into my mouth. I gazed at the full moon.

      I don’t know why, but I’d always thought of the moon as female. Her soft light was gentle and calm. Not the fiery burn of the sun. Not that women couldn’t be fiery, of course, but there was just something about the moon that felt soft and feminine.

      “Lady,” I whispered, feeling silly and a bit too woo-woo for my own taste. Despite my strange skill, I’d never been into tarot or spiritual mumbo-jumbo. “If you’re there, your daughter needs you. Don’t let her drown. Don’t let her fall to that possessed brute. Help her.”

      It wasn’t an elegant speech. I had never been great with words. But hopefully it would be enough. I looked to the design on the napkin, which seemed to glow ever so slightly. It was probably my imagination. But I traced the image with a finger and then sent my thoughts out to the drowning lady in the red polka-dot top. Whatever strength my little gift might have, I willed it into the woman.

      Her arm flailed, hitting the biker’s shin. She latched on, heaving herself up onto the rock just enough to keep her head above water. The biker kicked his foot out, connecting with her shoulder, but she didn’t let go. He kicked again, but his other foot slipped, the rubber of his boot succumbing to the slick seaweed and bird crap that probably covered every inch of the rocks that far out.

      The biker landed hard, just as the police came in range. One pinned him to the rocks while the other helped the woman. She sobbed, clutching at the officer’s shoulders. Her once-perfect curls hung limp around her shoulders.

      “You’re going to have to come with me,” the female officer with Bruce called from behind me. “We’ll need a statement about the assault at the Trident.”

      With the woman safe, the desire to watch what was happening disappeared. “I didn’t really see anything, like I said.”

      I shuffled my way across the sand to Bruce’s side. By this point, my sneakers were completely ruined, which sucked because they were practically brand new.

      “All the same, you were there,” the officer replied. “It’ll be easier to go now, rather than track you down later.”
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      By the time I got home from the police station, it was already long past dawn. I’d told the cop at the beach that I didn’t know anything, and I hadn’t been lying. Unfortunately, with all the paperwork, it still took hours to process what had happened and why I’d been there in the first place. Luckily, it was Sunday, which meant the bar was closed and I had a full day off. Sweet relief.

      I let myself into my tiny studio apartment and locked the door behind me. Beach rents were expensive, and I refused to have a roommate. Between my crazy hours and preference for solitude, it wasn’t worth it. Which meant the only thing I could afford within walking or biking distance of the bar was a four hundred square foot room with an attached bathroom and a kitchenette stuffed in one corner. It was a nice kitchenette, though.

      With a grimace, I pulled off my destroyed sneakers and still-soggy socks, and carefully set them next to the door to avoid bringing sand inside. Maybe when they dried out I would be able to shake most of it off outside. If I were really lucky, a trip through the washing machine might salvage them. Probably not though.

      The blackout curtains were already pulled closed—thanks to my nocturnal employment, I had sprung for the really expensive ones that were so thick not even a pinprick of light shone through. I’d even hung them with special squared off rods so that the curtain pressed up against the wall and the sun couldn’t peek in around the edges. The only light that did make it into the apartment came through the small frosted glass window in the bathroom. All I had to do there was shut the door.

      My eyelids were drooping, my last reserves of energy nearly depleted, but I couldn’t get into bed with dirty feet. It was one of those things. Skirting around my queen-sized bed, I wobbled toward the bathroom, walking on the sides of my feet to keep as much of the sand and dirt from my floor as possible. I stepped into the tub before pulling off my black work pants, knowing the cuffed hems would have hidden pockets of grit that would spill everywhere, then rinsed my feet off. That done, I stumbled back out into the room and fell flat on my face onto the bed. I probably still stank to high heaven with the sweat and alcohol from the bar, but I’d worry about that in the morning. Evening. Whatever.
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        * * *

      

      A pounding on the door woke me minutes later. At least, that’s what it felt like. Glancing at the clock on the wall that was shaped like the sun—one of the few decorations I’d managed to hang since I’d moved in over a year ago—I realized I’d actually been asleep for four hours, and it was nearly the afternoon. It wasn’t long enough.

      I groaned and pulled the fluffy comforter over my head. I’d splurged on lightweight down. My apartment was my oasis and I enjoyed cozy things. Big pillows, fuzzy blankets, and high-end coffee. Everything else was secondary.

      The knocking came again. “Hey Lil! You in there? I thought we were going for a jog today!”

      It was Ezra, my older brother who had made it his mission to try to improve my health and fitness. Despite the fact he was wheelchair bound, he was far more active than I had ever been. In fact, he was training for his fifth paratriathlon, hoping to place for the first time.

      “Go away,” I groaned.

      “Come on, sis,” Ezra shouted. “Wakey wakey.”

      The yappy dog upstairs started barking at the commotion. Clearly, this building needed better windows. With sound proofing.

      Knowing Ezra wouldn’t leave me alone until I let him in, I dragged myself over to my dresser to pull on a pair of shorts, then opened the door.

      Ezra pushed his way in on two wheels, spinning around in the kitchen nook. I was always impressed that he never knocked anything over.

      “You look like hell. Rough night?” Ezra asked with a grin.

      “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.” Actually, he probably would. We didn’t talk about it much, but he knew I fought my mother’s affliction. He knew and he didn’t judge me for it or think I was insane. It was part of why he was so determined to keep me physically grounded. He thought exercise would prevent the demons from taking hold and twisting my mind, as they’d done to her.

      “Hot date?” He peeked meaningfully toward the closed bathroom door. “Should I wheel myself back outside?”

      “Ha ha.” I rubbed a knuckle in the corner of my eye, trying to get out the sleepy dust and unstick my lids. “A woman almost died on the beach last night. I saw the whole thing and got pulled into the police station to give a report. Goddamn cops wouldn’t believe that I didn’t know anything. Asked me the same five questions about twenty times.”

      “What happened?”

      “Yeah, that was one of them.”

      Ezra rolled his eyes. “No, really.”

      “It was on the beach, near bird rock. A guy was trying to drown his date. They’d been kicked out of the Trident just after midnight, and when Bruce and I were leaving after closing up, we saw the police lights. Thing is . . .”

      I paused, hesitating for just a moment. I worked so hard to seem normal that I hated saying anything to anyone, even him, even when it would be a relief to share what I knew with someone who wouldn’t judge me for it.

      “Thing is,” I repeated, “the guy was possessed. Like actually, physically possessed by a demon. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “What did you do?” There was no judgment in his voice, no doubt of what I said. I couldn’t express how much that meant to me.

      “I . . . I think I sent it away. Or maybe I sent something to help her. I don’t know. It was . . . I’m still processing it all.”

      “No wonder you look wrecked.”

      “Right. So can I go back to sleep now?”

      “Nope. I have to be home for dinner. Dad’s making steak.”

      “You still go to Sunday dinners?” I hadn’t talked to my father in nearly eight years. Not since I’d been let out of the mental hospital where he’d stashed me as a teenager. As soon as he’d realized I could see the demons like my mother, he’d tried to pawn me off as somebody else’s problem.

      Ezra had already been out of the house by that point, off to college to study computer science, but he’d visited at every opportunity. He’d been the only one who had believed me. The only one I could trust. In large part because I scared off his own demons, and he could feel the difference. Dad had never let me try. The minute I turned eighteen, I discharged myself from the institute and never looked back.

      “Yeah. You know, he’d love it if you came.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Ezra shrugged. He knew a lost cause when he saw it. We’d been having this argument for years. “Well, get dressed. I’ll take it easy on you today.”

      “You know I only exercise because you force me to.”

      “Yep. Which is why you can’t skip it. You’d turn into an alcohol-fueled blob in no time.”

      “I don’t drink that much.”

      “Sure, sure. Let’s go.”
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      I would never, ever admit it to Ezra, but it felt good to move. The sun was out, and the trail was crowded, but one look at my brother in his off-road wheelchair had people gawping and moving out of his way. As always, he was a man on a mission, his arms pumping at the levers that pushed his chair across the hard-packed dirt at speed. I was hard pressed to keep up with him, especially on the downhill sections. At least on the uphill, he had to slow down, too. Of course, he never asked for help and I never offered. His endurance was better than mine.

      When we paused for a breather at the picnic area, I knew there was something on Ezra’s mind. He passed me a bottle of water from the pack on the back of his seat and cleared his throat.

      “Next week is the anniversary—“

      “I know,” I cut him off. I didn’t need the reminder of the day when all hell broke loose. When my mother tried to kill me and my brother tried to save me. He had saved me and had sacrificed his legs to do it. He’d been sixteen. I’d been twelve.

      It was the first day I saw a demon.

      “I’m going to visit her grave with Dad.”

      I swallowed a gulp of water, and the rising anger.

      “Why? Why would you do that?”

      “She was sick, Lil.” Ezra said the words without inflection, without anger or rancor or the edge of betrayal.

      “Sick like me, you mean.”

      “No. You’ve been able to fight them. She wasn’t strong enough.”

      I shook my head. “She’d fought them for at least twenty-five years. Who’s to say I’ll even last that long? And what happens when I fail? Who will I try to murder in their sleep?”

      A man sitting nearby shot me a wide-eyed glance and I dropped my voice. “I’m too much like her.”

      My mother had been a vibrant light in our world. She loved to dance in the rare Southern California rain and laughed like an angel. She always had blue paint under her fingernails from whatever seascape she was currently working on, and smelled like the vanilla and lavender essential oils she wore as perfume.

      When we were little, she would read to us from a giant book of Greek myths. We each had our favorites and would take turns choosing the story for the night. Hers inevitably involved Poseidon or the ocean, while I preferred the wise and adventurous goddesses Hecate and Athena. Ezra almost always chose one of the labors of Hercules or adventures of Achilles. He said the demigods were more realistic because they were half human. Sometimes we’d mix in the myths of other cultures, too. Trickster gods like Loki and Coyote, even the ancient Babylonian creation myths. They were all fair game for the bedtime adventures.

      But as we grew older, she started to disappear. At first, she would forget to pick us up from school. She said she lost track of time. But then her absences grew longer. By the time I turned twelve, she would disappear for days or weeks at a time, leaving my dad scrambling for childcare and us kids wondering what we had done to chase her away.

      It wasn’t until that night in my room that I understood why she would leave. I’d been asleep. I woke to find her pacing in the dark, muttering something about betrayal and protection. I couldn’t really understand her words. That didn’t matter. Her eyes were wild and distraught, her movements sharp and staccato. Every so often, she would look at me in my bed and all I saw was despair burning within the golden brown of her iris.

      I remember pulling my sheets up to my chin, whispering her name, asking what was wrong. She didn’t answer me. That is, until she leaned over the bed with a knife in her hand. The blade glinted in the light from the hallway. Slashed down toward my neck. My arm instinctively came up, getting between the edge and my face. The knife was sharp. It cut deep, to the bone.

      I screamed, then. Ezra’s room was next to mine. We shared a bathroom. Jack and Jill, that’s what they called it. He’d still been awake, studying for an exam or something, and had come running. He’d grabbed mom around the shoulders, but she struggled against him. He was sixteen and already taller than she was, but he was trying not to hurt her and she . . . well, she wanted one thing. My blood.

      They’d stumbled backward. I was screaming and sobbing. Dad was working late, on call at the hospital.

      Somehow Ezra pulled my mom out of my room and into the hallway. The hallway that overlooked the living room like a loft. There was a banister, but it wasn’t enough.

      It was like it happened in slow motion. The memories are etched in my brain. I’ll never not see it.

      Mom threw her head backward. Broke Ezra’s nose. He let go. Reached his hands to his face. She slammed an elbow into his gut. He hit the banister. His feet left the ground.

      I was still in my bed, blood everywhere from the cut on my arm, but I reached out as if I could catch him.

      His arms pinwheeled, trying to catch his balance, but they were covered in blood, too. I remember the red. He couldn’t get a grip on the polished wood. He went over, falling spine first onto the carved wooden edge of the antique couch my mother had purchased on a whim.

      I’d seen the demon, then. It had wrapped itself so tightly around my mother it might as well have been inside her skin. It was my first encounter, but it wouldn’t be my last.

      Mom snapped out of it. I could see the change, and yet I couldn’t forgive her for it. She ran from the house and never returned.

      I don’t remember calling nine-one-one, but I must have. I have flashes of riding in the ambulance, of screaming at the doctors when they tried to pull me from Ezra’s side so they could stitch up my arm and take him for tests. I refused to leave him. It wasn’t until my dad got there that they convinced me to let them do their jobs.

      “You’re nothing like her,” Ezra replied, pulling me out of my dark memories and back into the sunlight of the present day. “They leave you alone. You manipulate them, not the other way around. I’ve felt it. She couldn’t do that. If she could, she wouldn’t have attacked you. It wasn’t her fault.”

      I paced away from Ezra, taking another swig from my water bottle and staring out across the ocean. About a week after the incident, lifeguards found an abandoned pile of clothing with my mom’s purse on their tower. She’d written a note, begging forgiveness, and had surrendered herself to the sea. Her body was never found.

      We buried that pile of clothing, her last remains. I’d never been back. The waves may have claimed her, but they hadn’t washed away her sins.

      “What kind of mother takes a knife to her own daughter? Pushes her son over a railing?” I shook my head again, still not looking at Ezra, though I could feel him behind me. “She should have fought harder.”

      My gut clenched, anger simmering deep within my core. I’d never forgive her. It didn’t need to be said.

      Ezra sighed.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed at the lookout point for another few minutes before finally heading back to Ezra’s van. We didn’t talk much, but it wasn’t because I was angry or upset. It was just that I had nothing more to say. The past was the past. It couldn’t be changed.

      “Have fun at dinner,” I said as Ezra dropped me off. “I mean it.”

      “The offer’s open. I’m sure Dad would like to see you.”

      “Tell him I’m okay. That’s all he needs to know.”

      Ezra frowned but didn’t disagree. I shut the door and he drove away.
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      Tuesday night. Slowville. Not that it was a surprise, but Tuesdays were honestly the worst. We had a few regulars, but even though it was summer, the tourists wouldn’t come in force until Thursday. And without a live band playing, there wasn’t much draw for the locals.

      Which was why it was just me and Ty behind the bar, with Gabi working the tables.

      She was part-time while she went to nursing school. To look at her, you wouldn’t necessarily expect that. She kept her hair short and edgy, with colored highlights scattered throughout. This month, they were purple and blue. With heavy eyeliner and a stud in her nose, she seemed more likely to be on a hip-hop stage than giving people sponge baths, but she was serious about helping people recover from trauma.

      With a frown, Gabi leaned across the bar, drawing both me and Ty toward her. “The guy in the corner is giving me the creeps,” she whispered. If no-nonsense Gabi was saying that, it was serious.

      “What’d he do?” Ty asked while giving the guy a glaring appraisal.

      The man was rather nondescript, sitting by himself at a shadowy table out of the way of all the other customers, near the wood-carved bust of a wrathful Poseidon that leered down from the wall above. He was probably in his mid-forties, if I had to guess, and I was usually pretty close. The loose button up tee fit the beach scene, and his hair was tidily combed to one side. A little out of date, but not noteworthy. He wasn’t like the bums that occasionally wandered in looking for a freebie or to make trouble.

      “Nothing,” Gabi replied. “Except, he ordered a glass of wine. Do we even stock wine?”

      I turned to search through the bottles. We were a beach bar, not a restaurant. If it didn’t require a shake or a stir, it wasn’t on the menu. “Not really. I guess . . . sherry might be close enough? But that doesn’t explain why he creeps you out.” I poured the sherry into the closest thing I had to a wine glass, a Marie Antoinette coupe. I figured, give the guy a legendary glass supposedly molded into shape by the infamous French queen’s perfect breast and he might not complain.

      “It’s that smile. He reminds me of a wax figure at Madame Tussaud’s in Hollywood. Have you ever been there? It’s creepy. They all look like people, but not quite. He’s like that.”

      “Uncanny valley,” Ty chimed in. “I hate that.”

      “Right? It’s like he’s not even a real person.” Gabi pulled her water bottle from behind the counter and took a swig. “Honestly, I’d try to take his pulse if he hadn’t already spoken to me.”

      As I watched, something seemed to move beneath the man’s skin, like a hand inside a puppet. Immediately, my mind flashed back to the biker dude on the beach. My hand drifted to my pocket. For whatever reason, I’d kept that napkin doodle. When I’d seen it on my dresser this afternoon, I’d carefully folded it and shoved it in my black work pants. Maybe it was a good luck charm. Or something.

      Gabi’s insight might not be too far off. Now that I knew what I was looking at, I could see the shadows crawling over and around the man’s body. Tentacles curled and uncurled around his arms, originating from someplace on his back. When he caught me looking, his smile widened, revealing a flash of pointed shark’s teeth within a maw wider than a human should possess before resettling into his human skin.

      If the guy had been human, he wasn’t anymore. I’d never before come across anyone so thoroughly possessed. Even Mom had still retained her core being at the end. The biker guy might have been a close second, but I hadn’t been close enough to really see his influences.

      “The cherry on top is that he’s been asking about Lil.”

      “Me?”

      “Not by name, but he asked about any female bartenders, and . . . well, you’re the only one.”

      What did Mr. Button-Up want with me? “You didn’t tell him anything, did you?”

      “Of course not.” She paused. “Maybe your name, before I realized how much of a creepster he is, but that’s it.”

      “Should we get Carlos in here?” Ty asked. “Do you think he’s a stalker?”

      “No, it’ll be fine,” I replied. The guy wasn’t a problem yet, and even though we had a “reserve the right to refuse service” rule, I hated to make a big deal out of nothing. If he tried something, I’d call in the muscle, but until then, I was happy just to stay behind the counter.

      A woman at the far end of the bar called for Ty’s attention and we all went back to our duties. I kept an eye on the guy in the corner, but he didn’t do much of anything but sit there, staring at his glass with that awkward bemused smile. The shadowy tentacles were disconcerting at first, but even that eventually slipped to the back of my mind as work took over.

      Ezra came in at about ten with his latest fling. There was something about a hunky dude in a wheelchair that got him all sorts of attention. Of which, he never hesitated to take advantage.

      Tonight’s woman was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, sportswear model type. Thin, but not waifish, she wore a tight tank with a short, flouncy skirt that showed off toned arms and legs.

      Perfect for the health nut.

      Gabi—who was picking up a Mai Tai for another table—cocked an eyebrow. “Bet you ten bucks she orders a Skinny Margarita.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” I replied. “It’ll be
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