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            Content Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the story I originally pitched as Scooby and the gang go on a road trip, but the monsters are real. Also, Scooby Doo x Wizard of Oz x Being Human (UK edition).

      Those were my shorthand ways of explaining the story for a social media format that required brevity, but to be clear, this is an urban fantasy quest with a healthy dollop of romance.

      This is Book 1 of an ensemble duology with multiple POVs, MM and MMF relationships, including spicy times, and my usual brand of humour.

      It’s set in the Cascade Apocrypha storyworld of vampires, angels, demons, witches, hybrids, and shifters, so if you’ve read any of my other books, you’ll likely recognise some crossover characters even when I don’t name them, but this is a standalone duology.

      This book ends on a cliffhanger, but the second book will be available soon. If you’d like an ARC of Book 2 once you’ve read and reviewed this one, you can join my Beta & ARC team using this form.

      Unlike everything else I’ve written, this book is set in the US, and uses US English. There are British characters though, so there are certain Britishisms preserved. Nothing will convince me to give up arse.

      If you don’t want to read the content warning, now is the time to skip ahead.

      

      Content Warning:

      Sexual assault (interrupted), brief discussion of suicide and mental illness, touch averse character violation (non sexual), use of gay F slur, intrusive thoughts/coping rituals, use of vampire compulsion.

    

  


  
    
      For my mum,

      You are a thousand memories now

      Maybe a million

      You are a soul lost to time

      A little shock to my heart whenever I think of you

      and remember you are gone.

    

  


  
    
      “The function of wisdom is to discriminate between good and evil.”― Marcus Tullius Cicero

      

      “The most powerful weapon on earth is the human soul on fire.”― Ferdinand Foch

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          FOUR MONTHS AGO…

        

      

    

    
      Dawson Wyatt was not a gambling man. That’s what he told himself as he pondered the million dollars swinging, lighter than it should be, in the bag by his quaking knees. That’s what he told himself as the casino’s sliding doors whooshed to a close behind him.

      The air conditioning wafted over him, providing blessed relief from the Nevada heat. He smoothed a hand over his neat brown hair, then rubbed his palm against his gray flannel pants. With one last deep breath, he headed for the casino floor, where the smell of hot money hit him so hard he could taste it. Coins sputtered into metal trays. Fruit machines clanked and bleeped tunelessly. Jingles fought for airspace. The garish red and gold lights from outside were replaced by tamer yellow bulbs inside. Who knew so much light could be oppressive?

      Dawson gripped his duffel bag tighter.

      He picked his way across the plush but revolting carpet, trying to decide which was the best way to get noticed in a casino. His sharp blue eyes took in everything, including the eyes in the sky peering back. He could find a game of black jack and cheat his ass off, but no. Dawson Wyatt was not a gambling man.

      Seated bodies focused acutely on the screens in front of them, immobile but for their gaming arms. Never had hypnotic mindlessness been so hopeful. For a moment, Dawson faltered, mesmerized by the mermaids swimming in a huge tank that covered the whole back wall and jutted into the room like a catwalk.  They looked so real. He raised a hand to the glass, then shook his head. None of it was real. It was all just theater.

      Dawson scanned the room for a cashier window, striding purposefully towards it. He waited while a gaudy man argued about the discolored chips he’d been given, then finally he hauled his duffel bag onto the ledge. The conversation was brief. It involved words like “one million dollars.” The wait for security was less brief, but still impressively swift. Forty-seven seconds. Dawson watched every one of them sweep by on his Rolex Daytona.

      “If you’d like to come with us, Sir,” said one of the two men.

      Dawson nodded, following wordlessly to the elevator. There was no point causing a scene. There was no point in not going quietly. Everything was going according to plan.

      The two men in the elevator with him were dressed in typical security black. No weapons were visible, but it was unlikely they’d need weapons if they wanted to subdue Dawson. He was not a big man. And if he were, these men would still be bigger. Neither man spoke, but the air around them hummed with sweat-doused menace. The floor numbers blinked until finally the elevator gave a gentle lurch and ding. Heels tapped and soles slapped along the marble corridor as the three men approached a set of double doors.

      One of the security guards raised his hand, but a voice called from the other side of the door before he had a chance to knock. “Come in.”

      The two guards stepped aside so Dawson could enter first, then shuffled in behind him, closing the doors. Dawson waited. The man behind the walnut desk was square, strong, and garishly tanned, almost like he’d been spray painted. His dark eyes roved over Dawson’s body without interest, landing on the duffel bag, while his fingers idly twirled a playing card. Behind him, the lights of the hotels on the other side of the Strip glowed through the floor-to-ceiling window.

      Dawson tilted his head to the side, continuing to watch the man. This was a trick he’d learned from his father. Silence and overt interest caused discomfort, and when you were built short, you needed every advantage you could get.

      The man behind the desk licked his lips, then looked up at Dawson. Finally, he said, “What can I do for you?”

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” said Dawson, his slight Boston twang slipping out. “I didn’t bring myself up here.”

      “But you did invite yourself,” said the man, slapping the king of clubs on the desk and nodding pointedly at my bag.

      “How about you introduce yourself, then I’ll tell you if there’s anything you can do for me.”

      “By all means,” said the man, standing while he leant forward over his desk, knuckles firm against the polished wood. “My name is Domingo Montero Alvarez. Welcome to Lucky D’s.” He held his hand out and Dawson shook it.

      “Dawson Wyatt.”

      He gestured to the chair on the other side of the desk. “Please make yourself comfortable, Mr Wyatt.”

      Dawson looked doubtfully at the chair. He sat because his legs would give away his nerves in the next ten seconds if he didn’t. The black leather chair rocked back as it swallowed him, and he settled the bag between his feet. “Thank you for your swift response.”

      Montero grinned. “Of course. We wouldn’t want anyone taking advantage of your carefully crafted naivety.”

      “Touché.”

      “So how about we cut to the chase. You have a million dollars. I have a casino. What sort of game would you like to play?”

      “No game,” said Dawson. “I’m not a gambling man.”

      Behind Dawson, the guards chuckled quietly.

      “Then you really are lost,” said Montero, tapping the card on the desk. “If you’re not here to play, what do you want?”

      “An exchange,” said Dawson, trying not to squirm.

      The whole thing had seemed much easier in his head, where Montero was not a hulk, and there weren’t two henchmen standing right behind him, or forty-eight floors between his body and the ground.

      “And you offer a million dollars?” Montero asked.

      Dawson held his gaze. “Actually, I offer twenty million. I’m just not stupid enough—or strong enough, for that matter—to bring it all in one trip.”

      Montero shut down the shock in his eyes quickly. “What could I possibly have that is worth twenty million dollars to you?”

      Dawson looked straight into the larger man’s eyes and said, “My wife’s soul.”
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            Sixpence for a Soul

          

          SUNNY

        

      

    

    
      Two days ago…

      The hospital lights are turned down low, the nurse’s station unattended. I creep quietly along the corridor, on the lookout for any sign of movement. Where is everyone?

      Aubrey Morrison’s door is closed, unlike most of the other doors leading off this corridor. The lights above me flicker as I move closer, but something stops me from peeking into the little square window. I duck at movement from beyond the door, continuing to the next room, where another patient lies asleep. I step inside, silent except for the hammering of my heart and the rush of blood racing around my body.

      Who’s in there with Aubrey? He has no family, not that I could find, and in all the months I’ve been visiting him, I haven’t seen another soul enter the room. Now the door is closed. Did he die?

      Please don’t let him be dead.

      It would be my fault.

      My patience is disappearing by the second. Who the hell is in there?

      I hold my breath when the door down the hall opens, and shuffling footsteps exit the room. When I’m sure the footsteps are heading in the opposite direction, I peer out from my hiding place.

      Two bulky men in black lead a third past the empty nurse’s station. The third man is a priest. He glances back along the corridor just as he takes the corner, and I pull back into the room with a gasp. Did he see me?

      I scoff inwardly. Why am I hiding from a priest anyway?

      Still, I don’t move. I wait for endless minutes, but no more footsteps come, so I slip out of the room and head for my original destination. The door makes no sound as I open and close it behind me.

      The room is gloomy, the blinds shutting out the moonlight. The only light comes from the silent monitor by the bed, but I can’t bring myself to turn on the light above the headboard. What if the flickering heartbeat on the monitor is wrong? What if Aubrey is dead? What if someone finds me here? And what if that priest comes back with… Why does a priest even need bodyguards?

      I lay my hand on Aubrey’s chest, a sigh of relief slipping out at the steady movement of his chest rising with every breath. When my eyes adjust, I flash my phone at him, and I can’t be sure if it’s the blue light making him look so gray, but nothing could explain the gauntness haunting his features. He looked well when I visited last week. As well as someone who’s been in a coma for almost a year could look.

      I check his pulse, just in case I imagined him breathing… just in case the monitor is wrong, but the beat is steady and strong. “I’ll get you the best care,” I whisper, reaching for Aubrey’s hand, which is curled into a fist, water seeping between his fingers. “What’s this?” I frown as I loosen his fingers, gasping at what I find clutched in his palm. “No.” I shake my head, gut sinking. “No, no, no.”

      Tears slip from my eyes as I tighten my fist around the coin. An old British sixpence. That’s all he’s worth to them? A fucking coin that isn’t even legal anymore. I slip the coin into my pocket, guilt settling deep inside me. How am I going to fix him now? Money is not even enough anymore, and I’m running out of funds as it is thanks to my dad.

      At least I know why the man who just left needs bodyguards.

      He’s not a priest.

      He’s a soul harvester.
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            Cursed

          

          JAY

        

      

    

    
      This morning…

      I sprawl on the roof of the turquoise VW camper, my phone pressed to my ear. I’m not sure that Jenna really has a handle on the blending in thing. Almost every vehicle I’ve come across since I arrived in Las Vegas has been a rental, a limo, or a Toyota. Jenna didn’t come through in time yesterday, so I hired a cheap rental instead, which immediately pissed her off. This Scooby Doo van I’m now working with is her idea of payback.

      Yesterday, I drove along the Strip in the rental, determined to get myself into Lucky D’s, take what I came for, then get the hell out. But I ended up in Hooters, trying to prove something to myself. The tiny orange shorts proved nothing. The white vests pulled tight over soft, tanned breasts proved nothing.

      The women smiled and flirted. I’m a fine-looking man, if I say so myself. Just a shade under six foot—alright, I’m five-ten and a half—but I have broad shoulders, fantastic legs, and a killer smile that has always got me what I want. Even the scars don’t put people off like I thought they would. But it’s the bright green eyes that draw people in, which is why I kept my sunglasses on. I drank, and sighed, and laughed at my fucking self.

      In the end, I did go to Lucky D’s, but I didn’t get what I came for. I left with something else entirely.

      I switch my phone to my prosthetic hand and clutch the milky pendant hanging around my neck. What’s one more organization on my tail?

      “Are you even listening to me?” comes an exasperated voice on the end of the phone.

      “Sorry, Grandad.” I wince at how it comes out—like I’m eight years old. “What were you saying?”

      “That I was wrong to make you choose. That I miss you. That he misses you.”

      I don’t want to talk about him. I don’t even want to think about him. But I might as well be wishing for a unicorn. “I know. But I’m not ready to come home.” Home is in England. “And you know what will happen if I do.”

      Grandad sighs. “They’re not actively looking for you.”

      I scoop the last boozy cherry out of the jar beside me and pop it into my mouth. “They will be.”

      “Oh, Lord. What did you do this time?”

      “The less you know, the better.”

      “Would it kill you to keep your head down?”

      I spit the cherry pip over the side of the van. “I didn’t do anything morally wrong, but I doubt the holy freak show will see it that way.”

      “Did you forget you were part of the holy freak show once upon a time?”

      “That was a long time ago.” I run my free hand over my face with a sigh. “Feels like a lifetime ago. Is he⁠—”

      “Yes.”

      My heart beats erratically. “He’s seeing someone?”

      “Oh, no, no. I thought you were going to ask if he’s still working for Cascade.”

      The aforementioned holy freak show. “No. I know that much.”

      “You’re keeping tabs on him?”

      “I’m… Yeah, I guess so. Look, I better go. I ran into a new problem, but I’ll call again as soon as I can. Tell Marie to keep her phone on.”

      Marie is my cousin—at least, we grew up as cousins. She was the one who kept me sane when my dad was banished.

      I don’t hear my grandad’s reply over the gunshots ringing out across the empty parking lot. I roll off the roof and hide behind the van, shoving my phone into my back pocket.

      A bullet hits the van. Another hits the gravel beneath it, spraying my ankles with sharp little stones. Footsteps pound across the gravel, so I creep backwards, vaulting over a short wooden fence.

      From a tiny slit between two planks, I spy a man edging around the front of the van, aiming his gun at the space where I’d just been.

      Another man speaks. “Where’d he go?” I figure he must’ve come around the back of the van, but I can’t see him yet.

      Then again, I don’t need to.

      There’s only one hiding place, so I estimate I have about three seconds to take them down.

      They’re screaming before I count to two, twitching bodies hitting the gravel on three. They’ll have a killer headache later, but they’ll survive.

      They found me quickly; I’ll give them that. I check their IDs. Undoubtedly Montero’s men. I confiscate their guns, remove the bullets, and stash them in a chest in the back of the van. I have quite the collection for someone who never uses them.

      I slam the doors shut, then examine the side of the van for bullet holes. Something hard hits me in the ribs, slamming me against the van and knocking the wind out of me.

      I scan the lot, gaze resting on a lone man some distance away, a black Escalade idling behind him. The pain hits me again as I stagger to the side door. Bent in half, I watch the man squirm and scream and crumple at the pain I inflict on him, which is… not normal. It means the man’s not human… not any breed of human or once-human.

      Pain sears through my legs and arm, my prosthesis rattling against the stump of my upper arm.

      “What the fuck is this?” I whisper, eyes still on the writhing man.

      I don’t have time to hang around and ask, so I shred the goon squad’s tires, thank my genetics for making me a traumatist, which is just a bougie way of saying I can inflict any pain or damage I can imagine from a hundred feet, and fling myself into the van, slamming the door shut with my foot. “Drive, Jenna! And hide my bracelet and phone.”

      God, what the hell is wrong with my voice?

      The van tears away from the lot, and the prosthesis tears away from my body. I shiver on the carpeted floor of the van, my last thoughts spiraling toward the love I’ll never get back, and the brother I’ll never meet.

      This pain can’t mean anything other than that I’m dying.
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            Bodyjacked

          

          INDY

        

      

    

    
      This afternoon…

      “My name is Martha,” says the pretty blonde as she fiddles nervously with the skin around her nails. “I’ve been bodyjacked for eight months. I just got a job on the casino floor… started last week.”

      “Welcome, Martha.” Freya, the group leader, smiles in her usual sunny fashion. “Let’s welcome Martha, guys.”

      “Hi, Martha,” the room choruses.

      I can’t focus on Martha. The only thing on my mind is the two people who don’t belong in this room, and the first is me. I spend most of these sessions rattling off movie voiceovers in my head.

      I bet you’re wondering which one of these losers is me. None of these losers is me. I’m a whole different kind of loser. A pretender with a secret that would have me kicked the fuck out of my life raft. This room, with these weirdos… that’s my life raft.

      A quiet huff sputters out of my mouth.

      I’ve been tending bar at Lucky D’s for two years, feeding information back to my boss. I’d been bodyjacked for two years—that’s what happens to demons who are bitten and tricked into drinking vampire blood—and that’s how I got the gig. Having u-D status—unDemon in case you’re wondering—is a prerequisite for the job program. And the jobs at Lucky D’s come with mandatory group therapy sessions for us.

      As far as the casino is concerned, I’m an unDemon like everyone else here, but I’m not.

      My bodyjacket fell away one night three weeks ago, and I still don’t know what to do about it. So I go to work as usual, go to group therapy as usual, because one thing I do know is that we’re being watched. Anyone suddenly exhibiting changes in appearance or variation in their usual routine will set off alarm bells, and I can’t afford that.

      My fallen bodyjacket means one thing: my boss is dead. He’s the one who bit me and fed me his blood… all consensual. I haven’t been to Ray’s apartment since, because I know who killed him. Only one organization uses those bullets—the same organization behind Ray’s orders: Cascade. And I haven’t contacted them because I don’t know who I can trust.

      For that matter, I have no idea how to contact anyone there.

      My mind drifts back to Freya as she asks the group what they miss the most from their pre-bodyjacked days. She’s the second person who doesn’t belong here.

      “I miss going matterless,” says Colt, an ancient demon with cat’s eyes and facial piercings.

      Everyone misses going matterless. It’s the one ability all demons lose when they become flesh and blood, and it’s the one thing that is unstable in the weeks that follow a fallen bodyjacket. It happened to me yesterday. A glass toppled behind the bar and fell straight through my hand as I reached for it. Luckily, my back was to the security camera so nobody saw me slip, but it put me on edge. I really can’t afford that kind of fuck up. With all my demon powers back after a two-year absence, I should be on top of the world, but I feel… flat.

      “I miss flipping,” Martha says, her eyes going somewhere beautiful.

      Dane sneers. “You’re a skink?”

      I fucking loathe Dane. He has a big mouth and nothing to say.

      Martha’s wide eyes shoot to Dane. She’ll learn eventually that despite all the promises of us being family here, and this being a judgment-free zone, we aren’t family, and everyone here judges everybody else.

      “We don’t accept that kind of judgmental crap here, Dane,” Freya says, right on cue, her mouth drawn into a pout. “Did you forget that?”

      “Sorry, Martha,” Dane says, surprising just about everyone in the room.

      Martha nods, but doesn’t say anything more.

      I also miss flipping—swapping sexes at will. The first thing I did once I’d gotten my head around the events of that night three weeks ago, was woman up and get laid. A skink is a succubus and incubus rolled into one gorgeous package. In the old days, it saved a lot of time to be a skink. We’d just collect sperm as a female, and shoot it as a male. We didn’t need a middle man. Or woman.

      These days, visiting people in the night and having sex with them while they think they’re dreaming is not the way. Like it’s ever not been gross. There are still demons who claim it’s not rape because the “passive participant” can’t feel it and usually doesn’t remember it, which is so fucking disgusting, it makes me wanna puke. And I physically cannot puke.

      That theory was debunked by Doctor Penhaligon a long time ago, but the debates persist. People do remember, but even that is almost irrelevant. As I said to Doctor Penhaligon the one time I met her after attending a lecture in San Francisco, “If I rape someone in the night, and nobody is around to remember or feel it, did I still do it? Yes, ma’am, I did.” Then I’d gotten flustered. “Except, I didn’t. Because I wouldn’t.” She’d smiled and patted my arm, and said it was a pleasure to meet me. Still, I’d felt like an idiot.

      Most skinks don’t mind the label. We reclaimed it a long time ago, and hardly anyone uses it in an insulting way anymore. But Freya has zero tolerance for anything that was once considered a slur. It’s kinda cute.

      But me… I’m such a fucking freak. I already miss being u-D. I miss feeling human. These weird people and their ordinary lives have become my lifeline. They stopped me from going crazy. Doing this job for Ray… Well, I wasn’t free to pursue genuine relationships, and I need people. I don’t even know if I have a job anymore—outside of the casino, I mean. Nobody’s been in touch since Ray was killed. As far as I know, I’ve been left at Lucky D’s to rot.

      I sigh, my gaze drifting back towards Freya. She’s entirely too beautiful for this place, with dark wavy hair and darker eyes. Where her father’s deep brown eyes obscure his dark soul, hers reflect a soul that is all light and magic. She’s the star of my guilty nighttime fantasies—the other reason I haven’t skipped town. I don’t trust her either. I don’t trust anybody, so why would I trust the daughter of the boss of DeMob? I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a fool.

      I’ll just keep telling myself that while I wait for a rescue that might never come.
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            The Seer in the Tower

          

          FREYA

        

      

    

    
      Still this afternoon…

      I don’t belong in this room. These are not my people.

      Every one of them is a demon made vulnerable by blood. I can see demons and angels and everything in between. I can see their essence and their aura, their dirt and their dreams. I can see their souls.

      Still, I’m only human, barely out of school. Twenty-four years old with a communications degree that I’m wasting in a casino full of demons. Well, not full of demons, but it definitely houses more demons than I’d like. My ideal number of demons is none. Or maybe just one.

      My eyes flick upward like magnets, caught by the brilliant blue gaze of Indigo Braddock. As I see it, he must be a mistake. An angel spawned in Hell. A demon forged from Heaven’s essence. I’ve spun a dozen narratives to explain his existence.

      I’ve only ever touched him once, shaking his hand when we met the summer before last, and I can still feel the flash of excitement he awoke in my veins. There’s a sadness in his eyes that has always drawn me in, and it’s become more pronounced in the last few weeks. I’m supposed to report changes like that to my father, but as I see it, he can go suck a dick.

      “What about you, Indy?” I ask, fingering the blue pendant around my neck. “What do you miss?”

      Indy blinks, like he’s suddenly been transplanted here from another room. He clears his throat. “I miss strawberries.” He blinks again, a strange expression engulfing his face. He smiles, and my heart kicks itself. “I really miss strawberries. My flesh and blood self is allergic.”

      I’m still thinking about Indy’s response hours later when I head to my room, dogged by Burgess, the least creepy of my father’s men if I don’t count Raven, who is the closest thing I have to a best friend around here. I used to have friends, but… Bianca and Lachlan disappeared years ago. Rumor was, Lachlan ran away, which was both a surprise and not a surprise. His dad was a dick, even more of a dick than mine, but what surprised me was that he didn’t say anything about leaving to either of us. But Bianca was kidnapped, and after a year of searching for her—of Bianca’s frozen-in-time face smiling from every streetlight—her family moved on, and I never heard from either of my friends again.

      Now I live in an ivory tower, watched all the time. No more school for me. No job outside of the casino. No freedom. My father’s excuse is that he’s a rich and powerful man, so I’ll always be a target. The target he made me.

      Before I shut the door in Burgess’s face, I tell him, “Don’t tell Terrence I’m up here.”

      He nods, and there’s none of the smirking that I get from the other guys, who seem to think a woman asking to be safe is somehow amusing. Yeah, Burgess is okay.

      Terrence, on the other hand, is a disgusting specimen—my father’s right-hand man, and worse, my fiancé. That’s how it is around here—one archaic rule on top of another. There’s no way I’m marrying that dick, who’s become even more pushy in the last year or so. He’s old enough to be my fucking father, and I’ll throw myself out of the window of this garish ivory tower before I marry that asshole.

      My mail, which consists of an unsolicited store coupon and a package with a new lip gloss in it have already been opened. One of these days, I’m going to order a big fucking dildo. See how they like that.

      I kick off my shoes and grab a book, which remains unopened on my lap because I’m too busy daydreaming about escape.

      Barely fifteen minutes later, Terrence is tapping on the door. Then he’s banging. “I know you’re in there.”

      I sigh under my breath as I curl up on the armchair by the window, the plant on the side table coiling around my finger like it’s trying to comfort me. After five minutes of pointless cajoling, Terrence finally leaves, promising to be back later. If the man could take a hint, he would’ve dropped dead by now.

      I need to leave. I need to stop thinking about it, and just do it.

      Later, I cross the crowded floor downstairs, heading for the bar. Marlon is there, so Indy must be on a break. Marlon is callous and shallow, and conveys with his eyes what he wants to do to me on a regular basis. His gross plan for me only made it out of his mouth once before I told him the boss would rip his arms off if he did it again. If that hadn’t deterred him, I would’ve ripped his arms off myself.

      My only hope of getting out of here is if I can convince one of the vampires to turn me, but they’re all too scared of my father.

      Actually, Montero is not my father. Before him, there was another father, but he wasn’t my real father either. He was something in between. My childhood was a blur of light, silence, and solitude. Then, it was as if I’d woken, and in waking, I could see everything, including things I shouldn’t be able to, like halos, and the impression of wings, and the hazy auras of untapped potential. It’s what keeps me sane in this golden tower of deceit.

      What I hate most about life in the casino is that nobody questions Montero’s claims because I look like him. On the surface, I guess I do. We both have Mediterranean coloring, dark shiny hair, and dark eyes, but we are nothing alike.

      “Who are those guys?”

      I jump at the low, familiar voice behind my ear, shuddering as the delicate hairs on my neck reach out to it, goosebumps flooding my skin.

      “What guys?” I ask, turning to Indy to see where he’s looking.

      I smother the gasp that wants to escape at the sight ahead of me. Three angels, side by side, attempting to blend in—two of them without halos, which is very unusual. If not for the dark-haired, bearded giant, the other two might have managed it, but the unwanted attention doesn’t last long, not when there’s money to win. The blond guy seems to be in charge, though he looks like he’d be more at home on a surfboard, and when the blue-haired one gives him a familiar nudge on the arm, blondie looks right at me, eyes narrowed. When the blue-haired guy speaks, the giant’s head swings around, his glossy brown curls bouncing. They share words, smiling gently at each other, but blondie is already on his way over. The other two follow.

      I watch, fascinated as people move out of their way without even acknowledging their existence. It’s the bearded giant doing it… emitting some kind of steadying wave.

      “Want me to stay with you?” Indy asks.

      “Yeah.” I smile as blondie approaches, though I’m finding it difficult to look him in the eye. “Can I help you?”

      “We’re looking for someone,” he says, voice low.

      “I assumed as much,” I whisper back.

      “He goes by the name of Jay Looper.”

      Blue snorts, and blondie pulls a photo out of his jacket.

      Indy leans over my shoulder, and I try not to quiver in front of these strangers. “He was here yesterday. I served him a brandy. Guy had eight cherries in it.”

      “That’s him,” Blue says, and I must admit, I admire his whimsical approach to style. Pairing a bright green snakeskin coat and boots with blue hair really requires a commitment to not giving a fuck about color coordination—a trait I have not been blessed with despite my love of bright colors.

      I sigh, because even I know not to give out information to anyone who asks, but when I glance up at Indy, a pleading look bleeds into his eyes. A pleading look that isn’t for me, but for the strangers, who don’t seem to understand it anymore than I do.

      And of course, Indy doesn’t trust me because he looks away the second he catches me watching him. I don’t blame him. Who the fuck wants to trust the boss’s daughter?

      I keep my voice low. “Who wants to know?”

      “We’re friends,” says Blue. “He’s been missing for a while.”

      “He English too?” I ask.

      “Yes. Please, we need to find him.”

      There’s something naked and desperate in his tone, and I find myself cracking. “He was here yesterday, like Indy said. He stole something from the boss.” I hold my hand up and shake my head. “I don’t know what. All I know is that my father won’t let him get away with it. He’ll be hunted down like a dog, so if he really is your friend, you’d better find him before they do.”

      “I’m sorry,” the giant rumbles, his hand on Blue’s shoulder. “I can’t see him.”

      “Thank you for your time,” blondie says, steering the others away.

      “Good luck,” I call.

      “Crap, my break’s over,” Indy grumbles. “Can we talk later?”

      My eyes are still on the retreating angels, so I don’t register his request at first, and I try not to show surprise. It’s probably about the group sessions. Why would it be about anything else? “Sure. What time do you get off shift?”

      “Ten.”

      “The dressing room corridor,” I say, glancing briefly at his face and wishing I hadn’t because damn, he is fine. “There are no cameras down there.”

      If I can find one, I’ll bring him a strawberry as a gift. Just to soften my news.
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            How to Cause a Scene

          

          SUNNY

        

      

    

    
      This evening…

      As is often the case with me, this idea has stupid written all over it. I walk into Lucky D’s full of a swagger I’m not really feeling—because let’s face it, this is no place for the nervous—trying to figure out the best way to gain attention. Surely one of the cameras will pick me up and someone will be sent to investigate, and if not… Well, I’ll just have to cause a scene.

      I already reek of weed, and my eyes are blown wide thanks to a guy I know who gave me… Fuck knows what it is, but it’s not gonna make me high or impeded. That’s the last thing I need. I plaster a goofy smile on my face and head to the bar.

      A blond guy with tattoos peeking out of his collar and cuffs regards me with amusement. “What can I get you?”

      I sway into a chair, apologize to it, then howl with laughter. “How about you get me two smoking hot honeys and a bottle of Jack.”

      “How about you sit your ass down, and I get you some water,” the bartender says, already turning his back on me to get a drink I never asked for.

      “No!” I yell, slamming my hand on the bar. “I want me some honeys.”

      “Look, man,” the bartender says, leaning over the bar so his face is inches from mine. “You do not want security on your ass.”

      “I do.” I let out what my mom calls my outdoor voice, making sure it carries across the room. “I want security on my ass.”

      The bartender rolls his eyes, but says nothing as a server arrives at the bar to place an order. She gives me the stink-eye, and I gotta say, I’m not used to girls looking at me like that. Usually, girls think I’m adorable. Because I am. I favor my Japanese mom when it comes to looks, though her jet-black hair doesn’t stick out everywhere like mine does, and her eyes are even darker than mine, but… there’s a reason for that. At five-six, I’m on the short side like my dad, but other than our shared love for expensive wristwatches, we have nothing in common anymore.

      The server stares at the side of my head, where I shaved an anarchy symbol into my undercut on a whim, though it’s growing out now. I catch sight of myself in the mirror behind the bar. Holy shit, my hair’s getting wild on top. The girl is eying the Rolex Daytona on my wrist, and I’m regretting my choice to wear it. What if someone decides to steal it and keep my hand for a trophy?

      Her gaze roves my body, and the familiar unease that comes prior to being touched washes over me. If I hate anything, it’s being touched. And my name. Who the fuck calls their kid Sunny? It makes me grumpy just thinking about it.

      The server snorts, and I follow her gaze down to my ankles. And I’m thinking maybe socks with SUCK MY DICK written on them are not proper Vegas attire. Pretty sure the rest of my all-white boy band shorts, vest, and sneakers don’t really cut it either, but I couldn’t care less about it. I’m not here to impress anyone. Just as well since my mom would be mortified that I went outside dressed like this, let alone that I stole her backpack.

      The bartender places the order on the server’s tray and watches her walk away, then he puts a glass of water on the bar in front of me. “Now, listen up,” he says. “This is what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna drink your water, then you’re gonna take your sorry ass outta here before security beats the shit out of it.”

      I gulp. I don’t want the shit beaten out of my ass, but I can’t leave. I glance at his name tag. “Listen, Indy. I’m not leaving. I’m gonna stay right here and serenade you all night until you get me a drink.”

      He leans forward, his voice low. “I’m trying to save your life, kid. Drink up and leave.”

      When I pick up the glass, Indy seems confident that things will go down as he said. They will not go down as he said.

      I take a sip of water, eye the surveillance camera behind the bar, then swing forward, splashing the water all over the bartender’s face. He stands there, wide eyed, gasping like a fish as water trickles beneath his collar and drips onto his shirt.

      He grabs a towel and rubs at his skin. “What the fuck, man?”

      I feel kinda bad about it, but I don’t have time to dwell on it. I can feel them moving in, and I brace myself for the touching that’s coming. Ten seconds later, I’m thrashing like a feral cat, feet cycling in the air as two enormous men hook their meaty forearms under my armpits and drag me into an elevator.
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            Secrets

          

          MONTERO

        

      

    

    
      There were few things Montero loved more than money. Empire was the first, but that was a love born of necessity. Being a demon was not as easy as it looked. Demons had always been hunted and banished, and thanks to Cascade’s scientists, there were more ways for them to be killed these days. It only made sense for a man like Dom to surround himself with loyal allies. That was why he’d built his empire slowly. It was why he engaged in seemingly altruistic programs to recruit workers. His men stood around the room, backs to the wall. Yes, they were loyal.

      Then, there were those like Freya, who could see the truth of other beings. They made demon life difficult too. That was why he’d taken her from the Soul Keeper. She was useful and eager to please. She had seen through Dom’s men in seconds when they ambushed Solomon Dewhurst in the Well of Souls. Aside from Freya, Dom had come away from that excursion empty handed. According to the well-demon on his payroll, Dewhurst had looped the Well, projecting himself into another dimension. He’d tried to take Freya with him, but her hand had slipped from his grasp. Now, Freya was his.

      Souls were Dom’s second love.

      His vault was the envy of the underworld. He loved the sound souls made… the sound of human despair. It made him harder than anything.

      Dom adjusted himself beneath the table. Above him, a chandelier glowed prettily, illuminating the midnight-blue baize in front of him.

      He smiled blandly at his guests. “Apologies for the delay. It seems we have one last-minute addition to the table.”

      “I wasn’t expecting anyone else,” said the president, a vain and pompous asshole whose hair was as fake as his smile. Tonight, he was out of sorts—all jittery hands and anxious eyes.

      “He’s not of such consequence as you, Mr President,” Dom said. “But he will certainly provide us with entertainment.”

      The man next to the president huffed. Alistair Brooke-Longford was a British earl with a balding head and no discernible chin.

      There were two other guests at the table. One was the tall, dark, handsome stranger that every daughter had been warned about—Vlad Kirkland, a vampire with alarming speed, an absent soul, and, apparently, a love for vending machine rainbow cake.

      The other was Astaroth, an ethereal being who rarely graced the world with their physical presence. “I was expecting him,” Astaroth said, their eyes flashing with merriment.

      Dom laughed. “Ah, but you have an advantage over us all.”

      Astaroth grinned. “I do. Five seconds.”

      Five seconds later, the door opened and a Japanese boy was flung into the room.

      “Holy shit!” he blurted, staggering to a stop in front of the president.

      Astaroth shrieked with laughter. Vlad eyed the newcomer warily. And the president and the earl stared at him in horror.

      “If you want to join the game, you will sit down, tell us what you’re bringing to the table, then shut up,” said Dom, waving his hand at the vacant seat between himself and Astaroth. “Are those terms agreeable?”

      The boy swayed, then nodded. He walked gingerly to the chair then threw himself into it.

      “You expect us to play with this child?” asked the earl.

      The boy glared at him. “I’m twenty-four.”

      “What’s your name, kid?” Vlad asked, scooping a chunk of cake into his mouth.

      “Forgive me,” Dom said, before Sunny could glare at Vlad too. “I did not make introductions.” He laid his palm on his chest. “I am Domingo Montero Alvarez. This is Vlad Kirkland. Of course, you recognise the president.”

      The boy nodded. “From the TV, yep, yep.”

      Vlad’s lips twitched in amusement.

      “Next to him is Sir Alistair Brook-Longford.” Dom leaned closer to the boy, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Somewhere in line to the British throne.” He sat back. “And on your other side, is Astaroth.” He cleared his throat as the boy’s eyes widened. “Everyone, this is Sunny Wyatt.”

      Sunny gasped. “How did you know that?”

      “I met your father a few months ago. He told me all about you.”

      “My father doesn’t know anything about me,” Sunny said, his pothead persona slipping momentarily.

      “Let us say then that he thinks much more highly of you than you do of him,” said Dom. “Now, tell us, what do you bring to the table?”

      Dom’s gaze settled on the letter rack in the center of the table, and the purple envelopes resting in it.

      Dom’s third love was secrets.

      Secrets were lost and won at Lucky D’s. And if you lost a secret, you’d better pray it stayed lost. The alternative was getting lost yourself. But winning secrets was almost worse. It was dangerous to be a keeper of secrets. Here, everyone brought a secret to the table, including Dom himself.

      “I’ve got a hundred and fifty grand,” said Sunny.

      The table erupted.

      “Is this a joke?” Brooke-Longford asked. “It’s a poor bloody joke if it is.”

      Dom smiled good-naturedly. “You must bring a secret to the table, Mr Wyatt.”

      “I don’t have any secrets,” he said. “Nothing worth anyone else knowing.”

      “If you have nothing noteworthy to share, you must leave the table.”

      “No!” Sunny’s panicked eyes roved the room.

      Dom’s men shifted behind Sunny, but he held his hand up. “What do we get if you lose?”

      “I don’t plan to lose,” Sunny said.

      Dom and Vlad laughed, Astaroth eyed Sunny with concern, and the president and the earl leaned back in their chairs.

      “I’m done with this charade,” said Brooke-Longford, stretching across the table for his envelope.

      Dom was faster. His hand hit the rack, and Brooke-Longford pulled back.

      “We will give our newest guest a few minutes to settle himself. Another round of drinks, Omar.” He clicked his fingers at the man behind the bar. “Now, Mr Wyatt, why don’t you tell us why you’re here.”

      “To get back what my father gambled away,” said Sunny. “I want my trust fund back.”

      Dom leaned back in his chair and laughed. “That was your trust fund?” He didn’t expect an answer, but Sunny nodded anyway. “But you must know that your father is not a gambling man?”

      “Then where is my money?”

      “He didn’t discuss it with you?”

      “He doesn’t discuss anything with me,” Sunny said, bitterness seeping into every word. “He took the money, he came here. What else would he be doing but gambling?”

      “You have an ill-fitting name,” Dom observed.

      “You don’t have to tell me that,” Sunny said, forgetting he was supposed to be stoned.

      “Why don’t you change it?”

      “I like to glare at people when they ask. It stops them from…” Sunny glanced at Astaroth, then back at Dom. “It stops them from touching me.”

      Dom nodded, admiring the kid’s honesty. “Your father came to me to buy your mother’s soul back.”

      Sunny laughed. “My mother’s soul? Her… soul?” He shook his head. “It makes no difference. I only want what’s due to me. That was my money, and he shouldn’t have given it to you. Not for any reason.”

      Dom wondered where this strangely cold but warm boy came from. What was so wrong with his parents that he’d become obsessed with money to the detriment of his relationships? Dom mentally rolled his eyes at the turn of his thoughts. He was hardly a model parent. He would schedule some time with Freya soon.

      There was a knock at the door. One of his men answered it, and there stood his charming daughter as if a mere thought had conjured her. He couldn’t have made a more beautiful child if he’d been able.

      “My apologies for disturbing you, Papa,” she said. “Good evening, gentlemen. Good evening, your… wistfulness.”

      Everyone smiled at her. Astaroth beamed and clapped their hands at being addressed so fancifully.

      “Freya.” Dom rose to his feet, holding his hand out to her. He leant forward to kiss both her cheeks when she slid her hand into his. “I’m glad you’re here. I’d like us to spend some time together soon, but for now… excuse us a moment.” He pulled Freya to the corner of the room, opposite the bar. “The boy. What do you make of him?”

      Freya glanced past his arm. “I’m not sure. His aura is pretty tame. I’m not seeing anything obvious.”

      “His mother is a demon,” Dom whispered.

      “Really?” Freya looked again, her eyes drifting in and out of focus. “Perhaps he’s adopted. You could ask Layla. She’s better at this than I am.”

      “Layla is… gone.”

      Freya’s stunned gaze shot to his. “Gone?”

      Dom sighed. “She turned out to be quite the disappointment.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t see more,” Freya whispered, glancing down at the floor.

      Dom hugged her. “Shh. You could never be a disappointment. Now, you’re sure there’s nothing in his aura?”

      Freya looked once more. “I’m sorry. He could be shielding.”

      “Of course.” He let go of her. “So, what was it you stopped by for?”

      “Just to tell you that I’m heading to bed, and that I was thinking of going shopping tomorrow.”

      “Shall I get Raven to come with you?” he asked.

      “Whoever you think best, Papa.” She kissed his cheek. “Good night.”

      She hadn’t got far when Dom remembered something he’d seen on the monitors that afternoon. “Oh, Freya?” He waited for her to face him again. “Who were those men you were talking to earlier? You were with one of the bartenders. Braddock.”

      “They were looking for a friend. Not somebody I recognised, but Indy said he served him yesterday.”

      “What did he look like?” he asked. “This missing friend.”

      Freya shrugged. “Black hair, blue eyes, nothing special.”

      “I’ll speak to Braddock later.”

      Freya nodded and left.

      When Dom rejoined his guests at the table, Sunny spoke. “I know a secret.”

      “Finally,” the president said, as Dom motioned to one of his men for an envelope.

      A pen, slip of paper, and a pale lilac envelope were placed in front of Sunny.

      “What do you have for us that is worthy of the game, Mr Wyatt?” Dom asked.

      Sunny shielded the paper with his free hand as he wrote. “If you’re interested in souls, then it’s worthy.”

      “What is in the envelope, Mr Wyatt?”

      Sunny glanced up as he sealed the envelope, his dark eyes reflecting the chandelier. “The location of the Second Well.” He placed his envelope in the rack with the others. “It’s where the nephilim keep their second souls.”

      “How do you know this?” Dom asked, his stomach tightening with glee.

      Of all souls, nephilim were his favorites.

      “My mother told me,” said Sunny. “She also said the well is unguarded.”

      “And how would your mother know?”

      Astaroth spread their palms. “She knows because I told her.”
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            The Game

          

          ASTAROTH

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, Astaroth hated their mouth. The problem with physical manifestation was that it was tiring. Astaroth didn’t manifest often, usually just a few days every few years.

      It was enough in all ways but one: Astaroth loved to talk.

      If only they’d steered clear of the sambuca. If they’d stuck to the rum, this wouldn’t be happening. What the hell had possessed Willow Wyatt to tell her son something so critical? What the hell had possessed Astaroth to share secrets with Willow Wyatt in the first place? Sambuca had a lot to answer for.

      Dom templed his fingers and grinned. “My, my.”

      Astaroth pursed their plum-slicked lips. “There is currently no keeper, but that doesn’t mean the well is unguarded.”

      It was a white lie… a half truth. Keeper or not, the Well would protect itself if it sensed danger. The Well could move for one thing. Knowing the location meant very little, but it wouldn’t do Sunny Wyatt any good if Dom knew that, so very sensibly—just this once—Astaroth kept their mouth shut.

      Dom sighed. “Must you speak in riddles?”

      “Yes,” they said, dark eyes flashing.

      “So, the Second Well exists?” Dom asked.

      “Yes, it exists,” said Astaroth. “But I wouldn’t advise anyone go visiting. Consider yourself warned.”

      The beady British man scoffed, and Astaroth gave him a look that said Go On, I Dare You. The man didn’t dare; he looked away.

      “Let’s get this show on
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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