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  Cash in Hand By TA Moore


The last monster died a hundred years ago. At least, that’s what the monsters want you to think.  
Half-monster Cash just wants to keep his head down and raise his daughter, Ellie, to be an upstanding member of monstrous society. Even if she’d rather spend the summer with her human friends than learn the art of man traps at Camp Dark Hollow. So the last person Cash wants to see is her uncle Arkady Abascal, who’s also Cash’s ex-boyfriend.
Arkady has more than Ellie’s summer plans on his mind. He’s there to enlist Cash to find out who’s been selling monster secrets.
Cash hasn’t gotten any better at telling Arkady no, but it’s not just his weakness for Arkady that makes him agree. The Prodigium thinks an Abascal exposed them to humans, and now the whole family is at risk—including Ellie.
Recruited to help Arkady identify the culprit—or frame a scapegoat—Cash finds the machinations of monstrous power easier to navigate than his feelings for Arkady. At least, at first. But when things get bloody, he wishes romantic disasters were all he had to worry about….






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Readers love TA MOORE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Copyright


Published by Rogue Firebird Press 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of author imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Bed Hopping Copyright © 2025 by TA Moore
All rights reserved. This book is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of international copyright law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. Any eBook format cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Rogue Firebird Press at mailto:books@roguefirebirdpress.com
NO AI/NO BOT. Rogue Firebird Press does not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium.
We support the right of humans to control their artistic works.
http://www.roguefirebird.com/

Digital ISBN: 978-1-954159-75-4
Printed in the United States of America







  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter One


Blood sweated out of the freshly applied magnolia paint in slow resiny drops. It dribbled down the wall in thickening lines and splattered over the polished herringbone-patterned wood flooring.  
Mr. Stevens made a choked noise in his throat and covered his mouth with one hand. “It’s reclaimed,” he said accusingly through his fingers.
Something dipped into the blood and started to smear it in clumsy, rough lines. Cash backed up a few steps and adjusted the angle of the camera to make sure he got Winslow and the wall in the shot. The exorcist was a rail-thin ginger man with dust-bowl bones and a cheap black suit, fresh from a church in Utah. Well, five years down now, but dust behind the ears was his brand.
He was popular in the Midwest. California preferred a more granola approach, bare feet and compromise, while the demographics in the South were split—but you could never go wrong with a snake handler. Catholics, of course, were popular across the board. Priests just gave good exorcism.
Cash pushed in close on Winslow’s face to capture the way the veins in his temples bulged as he stepped forward. Then he tracked down his arms to show knuckly hands reddened, the skin scalded and cracked, as Winslow thrust the bible toward the wall.
“Begone!” Winslow roared. “In the name of Christ and all the holy angels! I tell you. Begone!”
He slapped the bible against the wall, and Cash pulled back hard to capture the moment—the black book pinned to the wall, framed by the spirit’s bluntly unpoetic message.
FUCK YOU.
That was the money shot, which reminded him….
Cash checked his watch and cursed under his breath. It was past 2:00 a.m. already, and despite the number of times he said he’d gotten the kid’s stuff sorted out for camp, he hadn’t. At all.
He glanced up at the angry rag of a thing that writhed against the wall, squashed out of shape like a bug on a windscreen by the bible. It faltered when he caught its eye—or eye-like thing—and tilted his wrist toward it. He pointedly tapped his finger on the glass face and mouthed, “Camp.”
A horrible maw dropped open, misshapen and lined with barbed hook teeth, and a thick, rudely pink tongue flopped out.
“Already?” it said. Well, said wasn’t exactly right. Spirits didn’t have a voice or lungs to fill, but the words dropped into Cash’s soul and rattled it with their force. It sounded a bit like someone making fart sounds with a tuba full of loose teeth. And British. “I’ve been stuck here for months. The two of them are so miserable they didn’t even notice for ages. Lost track of time. I’ll wrap up.”
It winked companionably at Cash and squirmed its way out from under Winslow’s bible. Ectoplasmic sweat dripped down its flanks as it reformed itself. Cash swallowed the stingy urge to retch and looked back down into his camera, which placidly recorded the noncreepy side of the world.
Well, less creepy, Cash corrected himself as the blood peeled off the wall and stuck to a sketchy outline of the spirit’s horrific shape.
Winslow made the sign of the cross, brandished his bible again, and prayed some more. The spirit thrashed, wailed in a thin drizzle of sound, and put on a quick show of breaking things and pulling hair as Winslow roared scripture. They all had a job to do, after all, and Cash’s organizational issues were not its problems. Finally, it exploded in a splatter of blood and wet shreds of something like bloated chicken skin.
Winslow wiped his face on his sleeve and looked around. “Another evil spirit banished back to hell,” he said raggedly.
“Good job, everyone. Anyone want Chinese?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Mr. Stevens wrung Winslow’s hand as though he thought he could squeeze the holy out like lotion. Next to him his wife smiled and 
crossed herself gratefully, probably thinking no one there could see the crispy edges her deal with the infernal had left on her aura. Not the spirit that Winslow had just banished. It had just followed the stench of her soul and gotten stuck like a bug in a spiritual pitcher plant.
No, Mrs. Stevens had traded a pound of her flesh for immediate gratification. Based on how much she seemed to loathe her husband and the fact he hadn’t died tragically and weirdly yet, Cash would bet she’d bought stakes in fidelity. Somewhere there was a dirty mistress who was either freshly dead or very confused.
Cash saved their address in his phone. They’d be back before the year was out. Like recognized like, and evil didn’t have many friends. The Stevens’s would keep having bad spiritual luck until the missus either repented or gave in to the creeping temptation to do more evil. Either way would be good for ratings. Viewers loved a good catch-up show.
He slung his kit into the back of the car—piled on top of Ellie’s hockey gear and a pile of discarded sweats and T-shirts that reeked worse than Mrs. Stevens’s soul—and slammed the door shut. His phone started to ring as he got into the car.
Ellie.
“I’ve got everything,” Cash lied smoothly as he hunted through the papers discarded on the passenger seat for the equipment list the camp had sent out last month. “I just have to finish up at work and bring it home. Then pack it. It’s all under control.”
Ellie sighed heavily. “Great,” she said. “Dad, c’mon, can’t I go to the same camp I did last year? We had horses at Camp Tranquility. There was an Israeli guy who taught us Krav Maga….”
“You might have horses at our camp too,” Cash said defensively. “Just… don’t get on their backs. Or touch them. They’ll want to drown you. It’s not personal.”
“All my friends are going to Camp Tranquility.” The whine intensified.
“Well, they’re human,” Cash said. He found the warranty for his battery pack, which was useful but not what he was after. “They get to go where they want, and you get to do what you want. As long as the Prodigium doesn’t say you can’t.”
“Urgh.”
“You’ll make new friends,” Cash said. “Horrible ones.”
“Not. Appealing.”
“Yeah, well.” Cash pulled a folded sheet of paper from down the side of the passenger seat and shook it out one-handed. The horned- mountain logo of Medicine Springs Camp was slashed across the top of the page. It was an effort to blend in, but it looked more like somewhere you sent special, murderous delinquents than a normal summer camp. And, well… accurate, but not the look the Prodigium wanted. “Make the most of it. You’re going. Just think, your friends will be cleaning up horse crap, and you’ll be learning the skills to excel in the corporate world.”
“Like what?”
Cash pinned the list to the steering wheel with one hand as he pulled out of the drive. The call blitzed static for a second as it switched to the car’s onboard system.
“I don’t know,” he sighed. “Disposing of bodies. Cut me some slack here, okay? I’m going to grab the… last… things on the list and get home. Now go get some sleep. You’re going tomorrow. It’s not optional.”
Silence dragged out long enough that Cash thought Ellie had hung up. Then she cleared her throat.
“What if I’m not good at being a monster?” she asked in a small voice. “What do they do then?”
Cash hesitated. He knew the answer. It had never helped him much. “El, you’re twelve,” he said. “No one expects you to be Grendel’s mom right out the gate. Just be yourself, but cooler.”
His reward for that was an abrupt disconnection. Cash sighed. As he headed to Home Depot, he tried to convince himself it would be fine. He’d gotten through it, and Ellie was more monster than he was.
That would be enough.

      [image: image-placeholder]El hugged her backpack to her chest as she got out of the car and watched wide-eyed as sixty kids milled around the two black buses parked outside the school. Some of them knew each other from previous years and clustered together to catch up, as though they wouldn’t be on the bus for three hours. Others butted up against each other like adolescent bantams as they jostled to decide who was top dog.
“They just look human,” El muttered to Cash as he joined her. “That’s the point,” he reminded her. “The humans wiped us all out, remember? The last monster was the Beast of Boston, and they drowned him in salt and sank him in the bay. As far as they’re concerned, and we want to keep it that way.”
The Prodigium did, anyhow. Cash didn’t necessarily disagree— his breed’s traditional haunt was bogs and moors, where you got very bad Wi-Fi and no laundry—but it wasn’t as if anyone had asked him anyhow.
El rolled her eyes at him. “I know that,” she snarked. “I listen. Grandma used to tell me about the Beast.”
“She probably knew him,” Cash said. As he nudged her toward the bus, he added under his breath, “That’s probably why he gave himself up to the Church.”
“I heard that,” El said primly. “Grandma hasn’t killed everything she ever loved, Cash.”
“The only evidence for that is you,” Cash pointed out as he ruffled her hair. “Ready?”
A counselor in a bright yellow sweatshirt smiled at them as they approached, her pen poised over a clipboard. A dozen deaths hung around her shoulders, black rents torn in her aura. They twitched like a fox’s tail as El approached her, and her smile was long and sharp.
“Hello. New girl?” she asked.
El nodded and shifted her backpack awkwardly over her shoulder so she could pull the much-folded permission slip out of her pocket. It was initialed, pocketed, and replaced with a yellow strip of paper to glue around her wrist.
“Don’t worry,” the fox-kin killer reassured El as she put a hand on her shoulder. She winked one bright dark eye. “It’ll be great. We’re going to have a body farm this year, but keep that under your hat. I’m not supposed to tell yet.”
Ellie took a step toward the bus, then turned and tackled Cash. She pressed her face against his chest as she hugged him desperately, her backpack dangling uncomfortably over his arm.
He ignored the tch of a passing dowager  and hugged Ellie back. She was all bones and smelled of lavender soap, toothpaste, and whatever perfume her human friends had decided was “the best” this month.
For a second he tasted panic in his throat—that he’d gotten it wrong, raised her to be human, not just to pass, that maybe he should have left her with her grandmother.
“If I get killed,” Ellie muttered against Cash’s T-shirt, “just remember I didn’t want to go.”
She peeled herself off him and stepped back, his T-shirt still pinched in her fingers as if she was going to take him with her. The smile she gave him was halfhearted. Then she looked over his shoulder and brightened up like someone had flipped a switch.
“Uncle Arkady,” she crowed with delight as she broke away from Cash. All her fears about camp appeared to be forgotten. The bag dropped to the ground with a thud as she darted away. “I didn’t know you were coming!”
Cash turned to watch as El threw herself at her uncle—her tall, well-dressed uncle in front of his very nice Porsche. He waited until Arkady turned back around to pull a face, which he personally thought was admirably restrained. The fox-kin counselor didn’t agree; she gave him a look of mingled confusion and disapproval over her clipboard. The Abascals were underworld royalty, one of the few non- Prodigium breeds that could boast no human blood ran in their veins.
At least until some trailer park half-blood by-blow came along and spoiled that for at least one branch of the bloodline.
Cash saw the penny drop in the fox-kin’s eyes as she glanced from him to El and then back again. The “really? For you?” assessment that he never seemed to come out ahead on.
“What can I say,” Cash said dryly as he bent down to grab the backpack and toss it over his shoulder. He grinned at the fox-kin. “I used to be prettier.”
“You’re pretty,” the fox-kin blurted out. “Just weak.”
She immediately went red from her chin to her temples and spluttered a knot of tongue-tied excuses. Cash shrugged it off. She wasn’t wrong, not about the weakness, anyhow.
“I guess some people like that. I’ll just go toss this in the bus for El, yeah?”
The fox-kin nodded, lips pressed together as if she might blurt out something else rude, and Cash carried the backpack over to shove it in the hold of the bus with the rest. He gave it a kick to make it fit. No one paid him any attention. Even the posturing little bantam monsters craned their necks to see what the celebrity was doing.
“Poor thing,” a huldra in Dior, her aura black as tree rot along her spine, said to the redcap next to her—his traditional stocking cap replaced with a Cardinal’s ball cap. “I don’t know how Donna Abascal can hold her head up. The child might as well be human.”
Cash licked the back of his teeth and tasted spite. He wasn’t much of a monster. Even if his mom hadn’t been a truck-stop waitress with a soft spot for pretty liars, he’d have never made the grade with the monsters-who-lunch crowd. He was a wisp. Even his monstrousness was insubstantial and passing. It was just secrets and a knack for seeing things you weren’t meant to.
“At least she’s pretty,” he said. “Humanity is only skin deep, but ugly’s to the bone.”
The redcap laughed, a harsh blart of unrepentant mockery, and the huldra went stiff and hard-looking. Like bark. Her humiliation was sour as lemons and fizzed like sorbet as Cash choked it down. He didn’t know what it meant—hopefully he hadn’t just called a child ugly—he just knew it would hurt.
The huldra grabbed his shoulder and dug her fingers in until his bones creaked.
“Speak to me like that again,” she said through thick, cracked lips as she pulled him onto his toes. “I’ll take your face and wear it at Halloween.”
Cash grinned at her. He didn’t have fangs, but he could feel them in the words on his tongue.
“I’m sure Belladonna will be glad to know you did what she couldn’t,” he said. “Probably grateful. Don’t you think?”
They both knew the answer was no. Donna would rather her worst enemy—and Cash might not be her favorite person, but there was a long stretch of assholes between him and the person she hated most—walk the earth forever than have some nouveau-evil fey do her a “feyvor.” She once described gratitude as “when you have to smile as someone fucks you over.”
The redcap, over his fit of the giggles, cleared his throat. “Gret,” he said mildly. “Your tail’s showing.”
The huldra pinked in embarrassment and let Cash go. She brushed her hands together and patted her face to set the humanity back in place. The ghostly flick of her tail under her dress faded away. “Next time I see Belladonna,” she sniffed at Cash as she tossed her blond mane of hair, “I’ll give her your regards.”
She turned and stalked off to push her daughters onto the bus. “Before the good seats are taken,” she snapped, her voice thin with distance as she pulled them away from their friends. Cash straightened his T-shirt and snorted.
“Do that,” he said dryly. “She’ll know you’re a fucking liar. I’ve never even wished that old bat ‘many more’ on her birthday.”
This time the redcap nearly choked as he tried to stop the snort that escaped him. He tugged his cap down farther on his forehead and left quickly.
“Dad,” El huffed as she popped out of a clot of suddenly friendly little monsters like a cork out of a bottle. “Were you mean?”
“It’s my art,” Cash said mildly.
El rolled her eyes at him and then surprised him with another hug. “Uncle Arkady wants to talk to you,” she said as she looked up at him. Her eyes were still blue. They’d start to fade now as her monster grew into her. “He said it was important.”
Cash kissed her forehead. “But it probably isn’t,” he said. “So….”
“Pleeeeeeaase?” El begged. “He said you wouldn’t listen, but I said you would if I asked.”
“Wow,” Cash said. “You’re not a seer. Not even on the bus yet and you’re learning things about yourself.”
“Just be nice to him, Dad,” El protested. “He’s always nice to you. Or he would be if you gave him a chance.”
Cash glanced over her head. Arkady was slouched back against the hood of the Porsche, arms crossed and legs stretched out in front of him as he waited. The man was 75 percent leg, and the rest was just shoulders and lean waist.
The last time Cash gave Arkady a chance, it didn’t end well. Okay, so it had technically, eventually, ended in El—who was pretty cool. But before that it was mostly screaming, bloodshed, and curses. Cash had enough of that at work.
El pouted at him.
“I’ll see what he wants,” he said reluctantly. “Only because you asked.”
She grinned up at him and bobbed up on her toes to kiss his cheek. “You’re awesome.”
“How come you never remember that when I’m not doing what you want?”
She shrugged and blinked innocently at him. “It’s a mystery.”
It was time to go. The proctors came off the bus and checked the kids’ wrists as they clambered up the steps. Nobody wanted some kid who thought he was going to fat camp or music camp or whatever getting on the wrong bus.
Not again.
Cash stood with his hands in his back pockets and waited until the bus turned the corner at the end of the street. The other parents chatted to each other, planning murder and mimosas now they didn’t have to play human for the kids for two weeks.
He had promised.
Cash turned and trudged across the lot to where Arkady waited for him, the dark wings of his aura mantled with smugness. Most people’s auras shifted shape with the wind and were mottled, scabbed with bad intentions, or shot through with milky streaks of unexpected kindness. Arkady’s aura was purple-black, the color of a fresh bruise, and hung from his shoulders like wings.
“What?” Cash asked as he lifted his hand to shade his eyes against the sun.
Arkady slid his sunglasses down his nose and looked at Cash over the top of them. It was hard not to start in surprise. The last time Cash had looked into—at—Arkady’s eyes, they’d been the color of dark honey. Now they were faded down to citrine yellow streaked with pale amber—humanity so thin that, in the right light, you could probably see through it.
“Most people start with ‘Good to see you again,’” Arkady noted. “Or ‘Thanks for burning one of your last days in the sun to see your niece off,’ or even just ‘Hello’ to kick things off.”
Cash tapped his wrist. “I’ve things to do, money to make, and men to fuck,” he said. “So ‘what’ is all you get. What?”
Arkady pushed his hair back from his face with one hand, fingers buried in the golden-brown waves.
“I need you to do something for me,” he said. “For the family. It’s important.”
“Oh,” Cash said. “I see. No.”
“What?”
“No,” Cash repeated. He knew Arkady didn’t hear it often, so he used it in a sentence. “Fuck you, no.”
He turned his back on Arkady’s expression of offended confusion and headed to his car. Even riding on the cloud of hurt feelings and wafer-thin pride, he was a little surprised he made it. Last time he’d told Arkady no, he’d just been dragged by the collar to the car and shoved headfirst into the back seat.
Maybe they’d both grown up. Or maybe he’d gotten faster.
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Chapter Two


Or Arkady just drove a faster car.  
Cash pulled up outside his house and scowled at the Porsche parked in front of his garage. More people needed to have rejected Arkady in his life. Maybe then he’d be able to deal with it better.
Because you were so good at that, a cynical little voice in Cash’s head sneered at him. He sucked in his breath in surprise at how much that stung, like an old scab picked off raw skin. The pain was flat and salty as he swallowed it, like the taste of blood. It sucked that he wasn’t immune to his own monster and that it was a dick.
Fine. It wanted to see him reject Arkady? Watch and learn.
The monster pushed against his bones, cold and thin and dubious. They weren’t separate. It wasn’t like the whole “bad wolf and good wolf” parable where human Cash and monster Cash had to fight to see who survived. The monster was more like… an appetite with opinions. It was part of him, but they weren’t always in lockstep about what to do.
For example, it didn’t think that ignoring Arkady—one of the Abascal—would end well, and Cash was going to do it anyhow.
He got out of the car and pointedly ignored his guest as he stalked toward the house. Before he could get there, the passenger door swung open.
“Get in the car,” Arkady said from the shadows inside the cab. 
“I already told you,” Cash said. He’d stopped, some old hook in his spine unable to resist the habit of doing what Arkady told him, but he refused to look at the car. “No. I don’t owe your family anything.”
“Casper,” Arkady said, voice thick as honey with seduction. The name had been his dad’s joke, before he fucked off forever. Casper the Friendly Wisp. Cash had always hated it, and Arkady always made it sound… important. “I need you.”
“I don’t care,” Cash said. “Find someone else to do your scut work.”
He bullied his legs forward and ignored the itch of guilt in the back of his skull as he fumbled his key into the lock. The thing was, he did owe the Abascals something. He was the only one who knew that, though, and he had no intention of sharing. It still picked at him. The lock finally gave in and opened. Cash put his hand to the wood, and something hit him from behind and flung him into the house. He staggered forward, tripped over his stack of bags, and pitched face-first toward the floor. Before he could land, Arkady grabbed him by the back of his T-shirt and hauled him up.
Cash dangled there for a second, toes just about on the ground and the seams of the T-shirt digging in under his armpits, and then Arkady let him drop.
“Get the fuck off me,” Cash bristled, even though Arkady already had. His monster prickled against his skin, offended at being manhandled in its own lair. Like prey. Cash yanked his shirt straight and turned to glare up at Arkady. “What’s wrong with you? I told you no. Go bully someone else into doing your bidding. Make a deal. Ask Donna to loan you a minion. Get your wife to do it.”
That was a mistake. Cash knew that even before the sliver of gold flickered in Arkady’s eyes. It burned away a line of honey to leave sulfur, and he grabbed Cash’s jaw in one hand.
“Is this why you’re being pissy with me?” Arkady asked. He tilted Cash’s head back and leaned down to brush his lips over Cash’s mouth. It was barely a kiss, but Cash still felt it all the way down to his cock—a hot spill of awareness that prickled his skin and reminded him what it felt like, what Arkady felt like. “Because you’re jealous?”
“I told you,” Cash said. “I don’t care.”
He was a good liar. When you could see through other people’s lies, you picked up what worked and what didn’t. He’d always been able to lie to Arkady, even when he hadn’t really wanted to. The Abascals had never learned to care about what people really thought or why they lied. Why should they?
Only one problem.
Cash wrapped his hand around the back of Arkady’s neck, fingers buried in the short nap of cropped hair, and pulled him down into a real kiss. He chewed Arkady’s lips open and chased the salt- and-cinnamon prickle of Abascal magic past his teeth and into his mouth. Tongues tangled, wet and slick, and Cash tightened his fingers around the scruff of Arkady’s neck. He could feel the tendons and the long straps of muscle taut under the warm golden skin.
It was rough, impatient, and hungry—all teeth, irritation, and twelve fucking years of not doing it. It was exactly the same and completely different. The fine gold stubble that scruffed Arkady’s jaw was rough against Cash’s mouth, and his shoulders were broader, heavy with lean muscle under his finely tailored suit.
And Cash? How was he different, he wondered distractedly. From the familiar ache in the back of his neck, he knew he wasn’t any taller. Still familiar, for fuck’s sake.
Arkady twisted his fingers in Cash’s hair and pulled his head back to bare the tight line of his throat. Cash whined in protest as the kiss was broken, then strangled the sound in frustration. He was always the one who wanted… more.
“I like this,” Arkady said mildly as he tightened his grip in dark curls. His knuckles pressed against Cash’s skull—not hard enough to hurt, but the thought was there. It made Cash squirm. “You always wore it short before.”
“Because assholes pull on it,” Cash said tartly.
Arkady chuckled, pulled Cash’s head back farther, and kissed his way down until he could nuzzle the thin skin under Cash’s jaw. Anxiety peaked in a metallic adrenaline rush as Cash felt sharp teeth pinch his jugular. All it would take would be a little bit of pressure and his throat would be torn out. It made Cash’s knees weak, and he swallowed raggedly as the hot flush of hunger washed through him.
The first time they kissed, Cash was sixteen and cocky, sure he was about to wrap the reserved Abascal scion around his finger. It turned out that knowing what he was doing had done him absolutely no good in the long run. Or short run. Arkady had always been a quick learner.
Arkady curled his free hand around Cash’s hip and pulled him in closer. His erection nudged against Cash’s stomach.
“You’re going to do what I tell you,” Arkady said roughly.
For a lust-dazed second, Cash almost said yes. He caught the word on the tip of his tongue and tried to squirm away. Arkady let him. “You’re an asshole,” Cash said. “I’m not going to get involved in Abascal business again just because you kissed me.”
Arkady looked amused as he put his hands in his pockets. “You kissed me,” he pointed out. “Casper—”
“Cash.”
Arkady rolled his eyes. “If you insist. Cash. You know I still want you now. Are you going to hear me out?”
It was pointless to get annoyed with Arkady for being an Abascal. It wasn’t just who he was, it was what he was. The same way that Cash sniffed out secrets to lick at the raw spots, Arkady angled to make deals.
A man had to eat, after all.
Cash still gave Arkady the finger and stalked out of the room. He slammed the kitchen door behind him and slouched back against it to catch a breath that wasn’t ripe with Arkady. It didn’t work. Cash could smell Arkady on his skin, taste him on his tongue. It was the clean soap and green-tea cologne of humanity, layered over the darker smoke-and-honey-mead smell of his power.
From experience, Cash knew he’d smell the renfaire bonfire on himself long after the green tea had faded.
Worse than that, down in the pit of his bones, where his monster sprawled, he could taste Arkady’s need like whiskey. Not just the hot cinnamon burn of want, but a dark, smoky thread of genuine concern that plucked at Cash.
“Fuck,” he muttered to himself.
“Not until we talk,” Arkady said, so close to Cash’s ear that he had to be leaning against the other side of the door. “If it helps, this is for El’s sake too.”
It did.
El was his. It had been made very clear, years ago, that Arkady wasn’t. No matter how much he made Cash ache, that wasn’t going to change.
“What do you need me to do?” he asked.
“Stop hiding in the kitchen and come out to talk to me,” Arkady said. His voice faded as he moved away from the door. “For a start.” 
Cash pushed himself off the door and padded across the kitchen. He might be going to do what Arkady wanted—he knew full well that “just hear him out” wasn’t going to end there, so why pretend—but he didn’t have to be prompt about it. 
Sure, as long as you don’t ask “how high,” it means you’re your own man and just wanted to jump.
Cash grimaced at how close to the bone that cut and how familiar it sounded. At sixteen, he’d definitely believed that. On the other hand, the snide little voice hadn’t actually piped up when it could have been helpful—for example, before Cash kissed Arkady. So it could shove it.
He got a beer out of the fridge and pressed the cold glass to the back of his neck. The chill made him flinch, a trickle of condensation icy as it dribbled down his spine. It did absolutely nothing to quench the itch of want that made his skin feel too tight on his wiry frame.
It felt like he hadn’t fucked anyone since the last time with Arkady, hadn’t felt anything. He had. For a while Cash had even fallen into the old wisp trap of believing that what you ate was what you were. It had felt real, playing human house with Pete and swallowing all that filtered love—right up until Pete started to talk about living together and adopting El.
Maybe Cash didn’t hate Donna after all. He popped the cap off the bottle with the edge of the table. If he ever suggested that to her, the old monster would have consumed herself in her fury, like a rat snake eating its own tail.
It had been twelve years, yet Arkady pulled Cash’s hair and chewed on his throat and Cash’s body apparently decided that this was sex and the rest had just been… filler.
Cash took a swig of beer and headed back into the main room.
His own man, that was definitely what he was.

      [image: image-placeholder]The house was clean, but it wasn’t particularly tidy. There was a stack of roughly folded laundry on one chair, a plate and an empty glass abandoned on top of El’s textbooks for school, and at least three shoes kicked under the table.
Shabby was the word. Cash got paid well enough, but he worked long hours, and sometimes there were long stretches between jobs. There was always something better to do with his money than replace the carpet—a rug covered the burn well enough—or repair the lock on the door.
Somehow Arkady, sprawled bonelessly on the couch with one foot braced on the coffee table, managed to make it look classy. Cash didn’t know if it was confidence, power, or really good tailoring, but Arkady made everywhere look like a deliberately staged photoshoot.
In contrast, Cash tended to make everywhere he went look like a recent crime scene. It wasn’t fair. That was one good thing about being a monster, though. No one ever told you it would be.
“Okay,” Cash said. He pushed Arkady’s foot off the coffee table and sat down on it in front of him. “Now what?”
Arkady looked frustrated. “Do I have to kiss you stupid every time I see you to get a civil word out of you?” he asked as he put his foot down on the floor. “Or just every ten minutes?”
Cash smirked despite himself as he took a swig of beer. “I can’t promise anything,” he said dryly. “But it could work.”
He regretted the joke immediately as something dark flickered through Arkady’s faded eyes and he reached for him. Cash leaned back quickly until he had half sprawled out over the coffee table, weight braced on one arm.
“How about we just call a truce instead,” he said.
Arkady plucked the bottle from his hand and leaned back into the faded red leather of the couch. He licked the rim of the bottle, tongue curved around the glass, and Cash felt the damp kiss of it against his mouth.
“I’m not being a dick,” Arkady pointed out. He stopped playing with the bottle and took a drink, his throat pulled tight as he tipped his head back to swallow. When he was done, he set the bottle down and wiped his thumb over his lower lip. “Even though I’ve as much justification as you, but I’m not here to dig up the past.”
Cash looked away. That was a good thing—you could dig up the dead and make them dance, but they were still dead—but part of him didn’t want to believe it. He took a breath—the little flicker of magic had thickened the smoke-and-honey smell—and tried to focus. This wasn’t how he expected today to go. He should have been on the road to Baton Rouge by now. One of the splatter-rite streamers needed a cameraman for an exorcism on a family out in a nearby town. It wasn’t as reliable as the reality-exorcism gig, but it paid better. A week on a Netflix doc in Gramercy, exorcising some cursed workers from the petrochemical plant, would pay for El’s camp next year. Although Cash had a feeling he was going to miss out on that.
“You said you needed a favor,” Cash said. “What is it?
Arkady had been the one who wanted to talk. Now he looked cagey as he took another drink of beer.
“Madeline and I divorced,” he said. “I assumed you knew.”
“Why would I?”
Arkady gave him a dry look
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