
        
            
                
            
        

    
Those witch pricks betrayed me in the worst possible way.

I’m not about to run home and bake f*cking cupcakes, move on, and pretend to be happy.

I’d rather rage.

These men told me I wasn’t allowed to leave, that they’d follow me anywhere.

Well, it goes both ways, my dear stubborn husbands.

You aren’t allowed to leave, and I will do anything to enforce that.

I’ll slaughter the Hag Wytch. I’ll break our world and the Witchwoods both.

Because you were right: I am a villain, and I will kill the world for you.

I’m sad. Please send cockies. I mean cookies.

Not cookies baked with jizz, but actual cookies.

The Arcane Taste of the Witchwood Boys is a reverse harem/why choose romance (meaning one woman with three men). This is a genre blending series that’s a little bit cozy, a little bit dark, a lot bit spicy, and full of love, romance, action, and fantasy. Inside, you’ll find epic battles, a woman that’s part owl god, and our world blended with a fantasy forest. This is a complete series in 4 books (this is #4).
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Dedication

I dedicate this book to bold, brave decisions.

do something that fucking scares you.

a healthy-scary thing, I mean.

not, like, bad stuff. take a karate class or something.

and don’t you dare attempt to bake those goddamn cumcakes.

you’ve been warned. ;)
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Join C.M. Stunich’s private Discord server to chat with other readers, participate in giveaways and hang out with the Author. 
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Sign up for the hottest new releases, contests, and exclusives from bestselling author C.M. Stunich and get an eBook as a thank you! 
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Want to discuss what you’ve just read? Get exclusive teasers or meet special guest authors? Join my online book club on Facebook!
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Author’s Note

You came. I was worried.

This is the last book, and I’m freaking out. How about you? Ending the third book in a series by killing off the love interests is sort of a great way to piss your readers off. If you feel stabby, I urge you to read this fourth book and judge for yourself at the finish line.

You’ll have to suffer my newest invention: cockies. Like cookies, but made with … you know. Yes, this series is strange. I accept that. I embrace it.

Welcome back to the Witchwoods, and my own personal brand of insanity.

This volume is the weirdest one yet.

Enjoy.

Love, Caitlin (fun fact: I grew up in Humboldt County and I’ve seen the Witch’s Tree!)

If you’d like to check the trigger warnings, you can visit my website here - cmstunich.com/witchspoilers.
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Brooks

Seventy years ago … (roughly two-and-a-half years ago in Witchwoods time)

There’s nothing like the fear of losing someone precious.

Nothing.

The greatest gift comes with the heaviest price. Loving someone is fucking scary because it comes with the eventual fear of watching them leave, one way or another.

I’ve got my truck keys clutched in my right hand, swinging the old metal flashlight through the forest clearing. It’s quiet and cold. Dew clings to the branches, and the incessant drip-drip-drip of the woods is my only companion besides the wind.

I’ve looked everywhere for my little sister, Sharyn.

Everywhere.

This is one of the very last places on my list.

I don’t call her name because she can’t hear me; Sharyn was born deaf. Instead, I move the light back and forth, sweeping the tree trunks in search of a small, scared face. Come on, honey. Where are you?

I move forward, heading in the direction of the Witch’s Tree. I’ve warned Sharyn against coming to these woods alone, but I also know how intrigued she is by urban legends. This is my fault for allowing her to play Bloody Mary with me the other day. I shouldn’t have indulged her.

Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary.

My mind is on that memory, of my big hand wrapped around her small one. Of looking into the mirror. Repeating the words. Waiting for a ghost that would never come.

Ghosts aren’t real, and neither is the Witchwoods legend.

But if Sharyn came here, she could be hurt. Lost. Cold. Stuck.

I walk right up to the tree, and I hear it again: drip-drip-drip. A sound on repeat, like the words from that stupid urban legend. The nearby creek is swollen and running high. The limbs overhead shift with the wind, pine needles blowing across my hair. I swipe them off with one hand, wielding the flashlight with the other.

My fingers curl around the edge of the hole in the trunk, and I lean in for a quick look.

Something wicked and unnatural caresses my hand—something with claws.

The world flip-flops, and I lose my balance. I drop my keys. The flashlight hits the ground and rolls away from me, but I manage to keep my feet. What in the hell is it now? It’s like I’ve been transported to the Mystery Spot, that off-kilter roadside attraction that Sharyn and I have visited together too many times.

Balance on a crooked platform and see water run upward. Witness a ball rolling uphill. Gravitational anomalies. A bastardization of the laws of physics. That sort of nonsense.

Only, I’m on solid ground.

I retrieve the flashlight, sweep it through the trees again. Earthquake? I wonder, because we get ‘em around here from time to time. My light scans the woods and something eerie clicks in my brain. This isn’t right.

No, it’s all very fucking wrong.

The landscape has changed. The trees are mammoths, and there are flowers in offensively bright colors. A mushroom taller than I am. Glowing. It’s goddamn glowing. Bones hang from the trees around me, skulls knotted with rope and candles in the eye sockets.

The legend is real? But I don’t give a damn about that because I can hear her, my little sister.

She’s yelling for me.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?” she calls out, breaking my heart. She’s asking for me because she knows that if anyone is going to come running, if anyone can find her lost in a different world, it’s me.

I will die for my sister. I will kill for her.

I sprint in the direction of her voice, fast as I can.

I’m good at taking action and making decisions, but too many times in my life, it’s felt like my timing was off. And timing is literally everything.

My breath is white in front of my face as I leap over logs and dodge a waterfall of glitter spilling from the broken cap of a dying mushroom. Its glow fades away as I charge past it, a cloying smell clogging my throat and making my eyes water.

It’s the smell of death, bloated and foul.

Something is rotting.

Many somethings are rotting.

“She loves the taste of children, that Wytch!” There are spirits whimpering on the wind, their wicked shadows dancing in the maze of tree branches above my head. Their words make me nervous, but there’s no space for me to indulge that feeling without losing crucial seconds.

I ignore the voices; they don’t matter.

I run harder, faster, skirting around the trunk of a tremendous tree in time to see my sister staring back at me. Wide, green eyes. Ginger hair caught in a cold breeze. Freckles. Recognition as she spots me.

I never stop running. I’m almost there. She’s right there.

A shadow of black ink slithers above Sharyn’s small form, taking the shape of something hunched and feathered. Its head is big and round, like an owl. The silhouette leans forward, revealing a human face surrounded by brown feathers. It has two mouths.

The thing looks at me before it does it.

Before it eats her.

It happens in an instant, and timing is everything. Everything. It’s everything. No.

Sharyn … she’s looking right at me, and then—

A wet heavy spatter of blood against my face—

The owl demon towers above me, staring down with big blue eyes ringed in thick lashes. A curved beak instead of a nose. A human mouth underneath it, jaw working as it chews its prey. Blood stains the porcelain skin of its cheeks and chin.

This fucking nightmare ate my sister.

“Sharyn.” I choke her name out around a mouthful of her own spilled blood, damning myself. Crimson liquid drips down my face as I inadvertently shackle myself to these horrible woods.

This place is hell.

My mind fractures, a mass of bloodlust and wrath and grief. Such powerful grief.

Rage.

Endless rage and hatred.

Something grabs me, hands of night on my shoulders dragging me back, knocking me from my feet. I’m hefted in the air by a creature made of night and wearing horns, spun to face an old woman with bone earrings and a pointy witch hat. Tattoos on her face. Lips painted black. Sharyn’s name is still on my tongue as the woman leans forward, blowing a red powder from her hand into my face.

I blink, and then I’m out.

Next thing I know, I’m a captive of the Witchwoods and all the people I love are lost forever.

That’s how I experience my first, true taste of despair, a flavor I will never forget. But what doesn’t kill you, hardens you.

Shapes you.

Remakes you.

I am my own sin, but I am also my own salvation.
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Four months later … (in Witchwoods time)

No matter how many times I think about it, I couldn’t have saved them—not my sister or my mentor. Doesn’t stop me from blaming myself for Sharyn’s death.

But I can’t blame myself for this one.

I storm down the cottage’s spiral staircase, heading in the direction of my mentor’s bedroom. Throwing the door open. Staring at the space and breathing too hard.

How could you do this to me? Take me in. Teach me the ropes. Leave me here.

My only friend, teacher, and companion inexplicably left the cottage in the middle of the night without telling me. She wandered over to the Pit—alone.

Why, I don’t know. Now, I will never know. Never. Because the woman who saved me from the Hag Wytch was eaten by the Hag Wytch. Just like Sharyn.

I slump down in a chair at the old witch’s desk, my head in my hands. It’s been a month since my mentor died, and I can’t breathe for how lonely and quiet this place is. Even so, I’m working my ass off to commit to a new daily routine.

In the mornings, I get up and set myself a table for one. Make breakfast. I hunt for meat, and if I’m lucky, I take the kill back to the cottage and dress it down. If I’m unlucky, I starve.

In the afternoons, I clean. I organize the pantries. I prep spells I may never need. Put myself through the motions of all the things that have to be done in order for me to survive.

Fuck my feelings, right?

But it’s the changeless nights that’re the hardest to get through, moonless and dark. Things scream outside these walls. The Hag Wytch hunts. Monsters roam.

I hate the nights here.

My right hand digs into my hair, twisted by magic into bloodred lashed with black. I don’t look human anymore, and that’s the worst part. I don’t look human, I’m not human, but … I feel so fucking human. I feel so lonely.

I’m so lonely.

I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut, pulling on my own hair and choking back a sound.

Why, though? There’s nobody here. Nobody cares if I scream.

In the Witchwoods, this is the only place I can scream.

I still don’t scream, pissed as I am.

“Sharyn, I’m so sorry, honey,” I murmur, talking to myself.

What happened to my sister is my fault. What happened to my mentor is hers. She didn’t tell me she was leaving the safety of this ancient tree, in direct violation of her own cardinal rule: don’t go out at night.

I searched for her and found myself stumbling into a muddy clearing, wet and sticky with freshly-spilled witch blood. Discovered the old woman’s spirit being ground up by oversized human teeth inside the mouth of that demon owl, and there’s nothing I could do about it.

Not my fault, but still my problem.

I swing my arm and knock a pile of grimoires onto the floor. I’m tempted to set the cabin on fire, let it burn to the ground with me inside. Tempted, but too cowardly.

Because I want to live. I shouldn’t want to, not after what happened to my sister. But I can’t help myself. I’m a selfish, disgusting man who wants life when he doesn’t deserve it.

Sitting there in the dark and the quiet, I know that I would do anything to get out of here. Anything at all. I’d ruin anyone. I’d damn the world. Nobody is more important than my escape. Nothing is more crucial than getting rid of the Hag Wytch.

I can form a coven. I can choose my own soldiers. I can fight this war.

I snag the pile of books from the floor and toss them onto the desk, breathing hard. All of my mentor’s life’s work—and there’s a lot of it—is contained in this house. She had time to teach me some things, but not a lot. Not enough.

So I crack the first book, and I dive into my studies with rabid, religious fervor.

I’ve seen what works in magic and what doesn’t. I know what substitutes can be made in a spell. I know what power requires, and that’s sacrifice. A dead animal. A torn-off fingernail. Blood. Teeth. Bones.

But what else? Nature is magic, and magic is nature.

My mentor’s spells have aspects of the divine masculine and feminine, parts for different witches to play depending on the makeup of their coven.

I’m already in hell anyway, so why not see how far self-indulgent sin can get me? Semen is a sacrifice when sex is a waste of precious time. I’m only awake one day a month, all by myself under the new moon sky. The world back home is leaving me behind with every lost second.

Sex is definitely a sacrifice in this nightmare place.

I lean back and unbuckle my pants, spit on my palm, and grip my flaccid cock. My skin shivers with disgust. I don’t have to like it. I don’t have to want it. I just have to make it happen.

My antlered shadow stretches up the wall in front of me and turns my hunched silhouette into something unnatural. I fuck myself with my fist, and it feels good when nothing should feel good in hell. My hips come up off the chair, making it creak. Long, slow strokes to milk my seed and make me climax.

It’s the first orgasm I’ve had since arriving here, and it hurts. Physically hurts. I snatch an empty glass bottle from the desk and spill hot, white liquid inside of it.

If this isn’t a sacrifice, then what is? A meaningless orgasm in a dark void. But if it’ll get me out of here, I’ll do anything.

I mix my own cum with salt and lavender and the tears I shed for my mentor.

That old witch refused to give me her name because she felt she didn’t deserve one.

I’m not sure that I do either.
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Nine months later … (in Witchwoods time)

There’s a man in my forest.

I can see him with the big eye on my hat, his heat signature moving through the cold woods. Instead of running away, he’s coming toward me with purpose.

There’ve been a handful of other people who have tumbled through the Witch’s Tree in the last couple of weeks, but they’ve all ended up dead before I could get to them. One fell into the Hag Wytch’s pit of carnage and drowned. Another was eaten by a deer with fangs and a hiss like a cat. A third was picked up by the Hag and dropped from a height too great for survival.

And so, for months, there’s only been me and that godforsaken owl and a silence so profound and an emptiness so deep that I’ve developed an insatiable hunger. I would kill for company. I would do anything for the sound of a human voice.

The Witchwoods’ newest victim has sandy hair and a cocky swagger. Young. Strong. Seems nice. Too bad. He won’t be nice much longer. Either he’ll be dead or he’ll belong to me.

It’s possible that he saw me first. I was distracted, slitting a carcass from snout to tail, covering my hands in blood for a hunting spell. I turn toward the man, just me and him alone in a dark clearing. An owl—not the Hag—hoots from a hole in a nearby tree. A ghost with no eyes skitters along a branch, a feat that’s disturbing since she’s little more than a corpse-white girl in a tattered dress.

The wind blows, rustling the black feathers on the collar of my jacket. It toys with the newcomer’s shirt, plays with his wavy hair. He pauses ten or so feet away from me, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. There’s no fear in his eyes. None at all.

The glowing stones, the ones I shoved into the eye sockets of the skulls on my necklace, throw the stranger’s shadow across the trees behind him. I see a pair of tails, tipped with arrowheads and swaying like the fern fronds to either side of him.

An Eastwoods. My Eastwoods.

Mine. I’ll have him, and there’s nothing he can do about it.

He decides to close the distance between us before I do, but his intentions are very different.

My mouth waters, like a predator salivating over potential prey. I flex my bloody fingers on either side of me as my soon-to-be coven mate struts across the damp earth, avoiding a human-sized banana slug like it’s nothing. It ignores him, slowly slithering its way toward the animal I just killed.

The slug can keep it, can ooze over the dead monster on its back beside me.

I’ve spotted better prey.

I reach up and remove the metal mask from my face, letting it hang and sway from its chains.

The man stops in front of me, and I see that his eyes are a pale blue, like the sky he won’t see after I trap him here. He holds out a hand, like he’s asking for a handshake. Pretty sure he’s drunk, but that only makes this easier for me.

I lift my hand and break his fingers instead, simultaneously starting a fire on his pants with my Southwoods magic. That distracts him long enough for me to throw a solid punch at his face, to knock him down and straddle him.

To wrap my hands around his neck.

My antlered shadow swarms his like a disease, infecting it and melding the pair of dark blotches into one hideous many-limbed thing.

Our gazes are locked as he comes at my face with both hands, going for my eyes with his thumbs. Flames spring up on his skin and he howls with the pain, but he still doesn’t talk. So I pin him down with both hands and lean in, hoping he can see on my face that if he wants to escape this fate, he’ll have to kill me.

“Speak and I’ll spare you.” I don’t sound human anymore. My voice is a wicked rasp, the grouse of the monster that I’ve become. The voice of a witch.

My unwilling East resists, but I’m not dying here alone. I’m not going to be lonely for a single second more than this. He isn’t leaving. He isn’t allowed to leave.

I choke this person that I don’t know, a person friendly enough to walk up and offer his hand in the middle of a dark and unforgiving forest. Despair is what I feel. Despair for the loss of the person I used to be. The Brooks McDowell that fell into these woods died in the same breath as his sister.

There’s nothing of him left, not a single kind or forgiving part. Only selfishness remains.

“Whether you like it or not, you’re mine,” I tell the stranger, my voice as merciless as this horrible place we’re both now going to call home. “You belong here with me.”

He’s tough, but he isn’t as desperate as I am. He doesn’t care nearly as much about escaping this hell as I do about keeping him here, and he knows it. Since he’s smart enough to understand the unhinged look in my eyes, it’s over before it has to get any worse. Before I’ve traded every last scrap of my humanity in exchange for his imprisonment.

“Okay,” he tells me, panting as I release the pressure on his throat. Choking. Gasping for breath. “Okay, you win. What the fuck do you want?”

I stand up, hesitate, and then I offer my hand.

Surprisingly enough, he takes it.

His willingness to grasp my hand doesn’t lessen my despair. It amplifies it. It reminds me of everything I’ve lost and all of the atrocities I’m still willing to commit.

But it does lessen my loneliness.

And I’d sell even my humanity for that.
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Present time … (minus a few minutes)

The Hag Wytch dives Marlowe and Kate for a second time, but I’m already on top of things, throwing my machete and nailing the ancient forest bitch in the shoulder. She rakes her talons down Lo’s back, shredding his skin, spilling his blood, stealing his bow.

Lo grits his teeth and bundles Kate up against him, his jaw clenched as he pushes through the pain to get to his feet. He never loses his grip on our North, doesn’t hesitate before making the decision to start running.

Go, Marlowe, fucking go!

I turn, catching Tanner’s silver eyes through the shadows of the forest. He looks like a wolf. I’m glad that I have a beast by my side in the dark tonight.

I call out my orders in sign language, and he’s off before I’ve finished the last word. Tanner sprints after Marlowe and Kate while I backtrack a bit for the brooms, hopping on one and zipping through the Witchwoods in search of the Hag Wytch.

I’ll cut her off and serve as a necessary distraction for the others. Once they’re safe, I’ll worry about myself.

My coven bonds stretch painfully as we scatter through the forest, but one of them hurts a little less than the others. My Westwoods. He’s close. Just him though? What about Kate?

I spin around, hop off the broom, and then react with reasonable caution when something comes at me through the fog. The wooden broom handle slices through the air, stopping a hair’s breadth from Marlowe’s throat.

He’s panting, mask hanging off the bottom of his face, hands up and palms out.

I put the weapon away and start signing at him while I try desperately not to scream.

“Where is Kate?!” I sign roughly, like I’m yelling. I could choke him. Hell, maybe I’ll spank him and Kate both after this? I am pissed.

“Safe,” is what Marlowe signs back, motioning for me to follow.

His eyes are solid black, like a demon’s, visible by the light of two dead deer. Their bodies are dull and half-rotted, but their horns are still illuminated by thick candles that’ll burn until they run out of fat. Their antlers are tangled, like they died in battle with one another.

You should’ve stayed safe with her then, I think, but there’s no point in dallying just to reprimand him. Timing is everything. I remount the broom, following after Marlowe as he jogs along. Tanner catches up quickly enough, proving he can run almost as fast as this broom can fly.

We’re making our way toward the ancient, hollow tree where Kate is waiting when the forest spirits start screaming.

“She’ll eat her liver! She’ll eat her face!” They laugh. Or maybe they’re crying. Can’t tell. “She’ll break her heart. She’ll slit her throat.” Giggles, and then more crying from the leaf-faced demons on the branches.

It’s the most visceral, disturbing thing they’ve ever said.

Marlowe slips into the tree trunk ahead of me, silently stirring the cool, white fog that shrouds the entrance. Tanner is so close behind him that I think they’re touching. I’m right fucking there, slipping off the broom and putting the fingers of my right hand on Tanner’s broad shoulder.

Everything is still. Everything is quiet.

But then the tree branches whisper, a signal that she is coming.

“Oooo!” the forest spirits wail as time slows down for me. It’s a warning that’s come too late.

I can feel her.

More than that, I can see her.

The Hag Wytch’s shadow stretches over me and up the trunk of the tree that we’re seeking sanctuary in. This is it. I knew it would come to this, eventually. From that very first day, after watching this unholy monster swallow my sister’s head, I knew.

This was a curse that would end me.

I spin, stealing Tanner’s machete from his belt at the same time. I jam that blade in the Hag’s beak, but she’s got two mouths. Tanner hits her with an arrow to the eye. Marlowe grabs onto my arm. Nobody is lax. Nobody is slow. Every one of us is on point.

Kate’s vines tear the earth apart, launching themselves at the Hag like a net. My flames rage at the monster’s feet. Blades of ice pummel the runes that decorate her brown and white feathers, and the wild wind howls, trying in vain to drag her away from her prey.

Kate. Her prey is Kate.

And so imagine my surprise when there she is: Kate, unfurling from a crouch in front of me.

She’s on point, too. I would’ve been eviscerated by the Hag’s human mouth if not for her.

But that is not. Kate’s. Fucking. Problem.

Goddamn it, honey, no!

My hands grab for her hips as she shoves her own blade into the Hag Wytch’s human mouth, past blunt teeth and bloody gums. Fuck if Kate doesn’t look sexy fighting on my behalf, black and orange braid flying, expression feral and hot and angry. She’s in huge trouble for this bullshit stunt.

The Hag’s teeth snap shut on Kate’s arm, and we’re both dragged violently upward.

The Hag snatches me in one of her talons and slams my head against the trunk of a tree. The impact is so severe that for a second, I’m sure she’s killed me. I hit the ground at a raw angle and nearly break my neck, stubbornly lurching to my feet.

I’m yelling instructions to Tanner and Marlowe, even though I know I shouldn’t talk here. We closed the gate. We’ll be trapped now. But that’s fine. So long as nothing happens to Kate, I can deal with it. We. We can deal with it.

Tanner steps up beside me, aiming another arrow. This one hits the Hag Wytch in the back of the head. The arrow glances off her skull and blood spatters violently, but she doesn’t slow. I’ve had the thought in the past that she might be immortal. Impervious. Invincible.

A lot of goddamn i-words that don’t mean shit when my woman is plummeting toward the ground at high speed. I lunge for the discarded broom, straddle it, and try to catch her.

Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.

Kate is snatched up in the Hag’s talons before any of the three of us can grab her from the air. The Hag Wytch is faster and stronger than she’s ever been before. Did eating all of those people fire you up like this, you cunt?

We can’t keep up, not even with magic.

I throw everything I’ve got at the Wytch, searing her feathers with fire and filling the woods with smoke. Nailing her with deadly charms from my hat. I grab onto Kate with my shadow and try to take possession of her body. Marlowe and Tanner are right there with me through it all.

But our enemy is not an animal.

She’s cunning, crafty, and very, very desperate. Dangerous. Desperate things are dangerous.

The Hag Wytch knocks me off my broom, and I land with a grunt on the hard earth. Bones break. I ignore them. I’m in the process of standing up when the Hag severs my wife’s throat with one of her talons.

The owl monster lets go and Kate falls to her death.

Marlowe throws himself under Kate’s body before she hits the ground, cushioning her fall. He grunts from the impact as she slams into him, her severed arm landing on her own back with a splash of blood across my boots.

The Hag Wytch flees the area like she’s done what she came here to do: to execute Kate.

Tanner helps me bundle our North up in my arms and we run for the cottage as a coven.

Kate is gurgling and spurting blood; she’s drowning in it; she can’t breathe.

We run harder. Tear the cottage door open. Fly down the steps. Lay Kate on the living room floor. Surround her, shadows looming above us and peering down at our vulnerable mate. The eyes on my hat are twitching as I direct the men and take my own intervention at the same time.

Marlowe pours salve over the fatal wound in Kate’s throat, his teeth gritted and his eyes too wide for his face. Tanner is sewing her arm back on with sinew and a needle made of bone.

I’m chanting over Kate’s body, and I’m signing at the same time, throwing down a healing spell that I’ve only used once. It stole every ounce of energy I had and left me passed out drooling on the floor for three days. I was nearly dehydrated to the point of death when I finally woke up.

I’ve only done this spell once, but it worked. I healed my own broken back. It’ll be fine.

Katelynn Poppy managed to get someone like me, missing a heart and despairing, to fall in love. To make love. To cuddle. To go on a date. To bake cinnamon rolls. To feel less like a monster and more like a man.

That’s the person she makes me want to be, the man that bakes her cinnamon rolls.

Kate is seizing, and Marlowe is trying CPR. There’s no point. We need magic, not medicine. She’s broken to pieces and drowning in her own fluids. Each press on her chest causes blood to ooze from her parted lips.

And then she stops moving.

Time stops.

It hits me in the heart, this burst of raw, violent energy. Coven bonds stretch, splinter, pop. My mind shatters. How … I can’t … there’s no way forward for me without Kate.

Fuck your feelings, Brooks.

No. No, no, no. I can make this right. I can make this better. I can.

“Fuuuuuuuuck!” Marlowe screams, and he looks like he might lose it. I think he’s finally snapping, unraveling those last few threads of good that he had left in him. He was always more hopeful than me and Tanner, poor fucking Marlowe. Everything on his hat dies all at once, desiccated plant life floating down to the pool of ruby red on the floor. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Kate. My Kate. My sweet Kate.”

I stand up to do … something. I stand up because I’m used to taking action. No matter where or what, I can always figure it out. I can … I can …

I stumble and fall to my knees, splashing blood everywhere. Choking on my own breaths. Thinking, thinking, thinking. Plotting.

Kate is dead. How do I bring Kate back to life?

A spell to resurrect the dead.

Kate’s ghost appears with no eyes. No more hazel irises. Nothing but a pair of black pits in the center of her pretty, undead face. Her mouth moves like she’s shouting, but no words will come out. Silenced by the woods. Silenced by death.

Tanner doesn’t stop sewing her arm on, but his eyes lift to mine and we both know the truth in it.

Katelynn Poppy is dead.

And magic always requires sacrifice.

“This is my fault.” Marlowe trashes the cabin as I sit on my knees and pretend like I can’t see the ghost of our Northwoods. Because I can’t tell her what we have to do. There’s only one way out of this mess, and she isn’t going to like it. No, she’ll hate it. “I brought her into this. I killed her.”

But Marlowe is wrong.

It isn’t his fault, and he didn’t kill her.

I did.

“Do what I tell you, and we can save her.” This is what I sign to the other men. “We don’t leave this cabin. Think of what you want to say. Choose your last words carefully.” Then I start to sign instructions for the spell, all the while ignoring the frantic pleas of my dead wife’s ghost.

If the Hag Wytch eats my spirit—when, when she eats it—I want my last words to be the ones I say to Kate.
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Kate

I force my sore, stiff body over to the dead man nearest me—Tanner—and shove at his massive shoulder, rolling him onto his back. When he fell, he fell directly on the knife, embedding it even further into his chest. Blood is everywhere, slicking my hands the way it slicked his when he was sewing me back together.

His silver-blue eyes are open wide, staring up at the ceiling, but his body is still warm, still twitching. I’m sobbing behind my mask as I look up, catching sight of his ghost in front of me. It opens its mouth and a demon tongue slips out, but no words come.

Marlowe was right: ghosts have no eyes.

I’ve stopped screaming, choking on the shock of being alive.

Choking on the bitter ash of my men being dead.

I crawl over to Marlowe next. He doesn’t have a ghost yet, so he must technically still be alive. Blood pumps hot and viscous from the wound on his chest as I cradle him in my lap, reaching up to my neck and scooping some of the excess healing salve onto my bloodied hands. I press them to his wound, but it’s too late. He gasps, shudders, and goes still.

I don’t have to check Brooks to know that he’s already gone: his ghost is standing above me, lips pressed into a line of silent sympathy. He looks up and signs something, but he’s not signing to Tanner. My Eastwoods husband is on my left which means … I turn over my shoulder to see Marlowe, signing something back.

Rage surges through me, violent and petty and twisted. How dare they? How fucking dare they?!

I tear my mask off my face as Brooks lunges forward, pressing his ghostly hand over my lips. It feels like nothing. He feels like nothing.

“What did you do?!” I shout, and all three of them start to panic, signing frantically and mouthing words at me, three ghosts crowding in. Three empty throats. A triad of silent tongues.

I may as well be surrounded by air.

Tears well and then spill, draining down my face as I sit there with Marlowe’s body on my lap, surrounded by blood and fresh flowers and the tang of magic on the back of my tongue. I push his still-warm corpse off of me and stand up, quivering with a bright, hot violence in need of an outlet.

“What gave you the right?” I demand as I look at the three of them. Shadowed pits for eyes. Hands moving rapidly in sign language that I don’t understand because they never got the chance to teach me.

I let out a scream of pure rage, and then I tear through the cottage, ripping open cabinets and dragging old tomes from their depths.

I flip through the pages with bloodied fingers, leaving stains on the old paper, searching for an illustration that makes sense. Searching for something that, through the blur of my tears, the burn of my rage, and the frantic gesturing of my ghostly husbands, will fix this.

Magic did this.

Magic can fix this.

I destroy that cozy cottage in search of a spell that I know does not exist. If it took three lives to restore one then I am fucked. I am completely and utterly fucked. Alone in the Witchwoods. Trapped in the Witchwoods. No coven. No husbands. No survival skills. Very little magic.

Ghost Marlowe is shouting at me and even without words, without eyes, I see the flex of his jaw, the not-veins standing out in his spirit neck, and I know that he’s angry with me.

“Fuck you!” I yell at him, throwing a useless book through his incorporeal form. “Fuck you to hell and back!” I turn on Tanner next, baring my teeth at him, like an animal. My arm—the one that the Hag bit in half—burns, the stitches pulling as I point at him. “What did we discuss on my very first day here? Choice. You should’ve asked me before you did this. Once again, you’re making decisions without me and …” My voice breaks as Brooks steps up to me, putting his hands together in silent pleading.

My legs give out.

I don’t even register the pain of hitting the floor, my eyes wide, salt spilling from them and mixing with the tang of iron from all of that blood. So. Much. Blood. Mine and theirs, all mingled together and mixed up with bone dust on the old wood floor. My hat does its utmost to lick it all off, tongue scraping down my cheek as I stare dead-eyed at the wall.

“You condemned me to a fate worse than death,” I whisper, sitting in a tumbled pile of red-stained grimoires and shattered jars. Spell ingredients litter the ground: dead lizards and big ivory teeth, piles of luminescent beetles and dried tongues. “You condemned me, and you never thought to ask.”

I’m sitting still, but my shadow is raging, wreaking havoc across the walls.

Brooks squats in front of me, pointing at his lips, trying to get me to read the words I can’t hear.

“I need you to slow down. Let me think.” Pretty sure that’s what he’s trying to say.

Seriously? Slow down? Screw all of that. I didn’t want this. I didn’t ask for this. They should know better by now. Me being dead versus all of them being dead, not a great trade. This is a nightmare for me. Dying was easier.

I look to Lo’s lips next, deciphering his words.

“How could you talk?!” Marlowe is so mad at me right now. Fine. That makes two of us.

And then I switch my gaze to Tanner’s scarred mouth.

“Kitten, deep breath in … out … in.” Tanner is the one who almost calms me down, looking at me like he wants to hold me, touch me, comfort me.

Only, he can’t.

None of them can.

Because they’re all dead.

I turn my head toward the pile of fresh corpses in the cottage’s living room. A merry little fire crackles in the fireplace. Officer Viv’s stew sits untouched in bowls on the counter. Everything is quiet.

My pain and sorrow are overwhelming. I’m still in shock, too, not only from the deaths of my men but my own death as well. Should I kill myself? We can all be ghosts together. The thought is there and gone in an instant.

I couldn’t do that. I would never do that. After they just sacrificed themselves for me? What purpose would that serve? I … all I can do is put my head in my hands and try to breathe through copper and salt. Breathe, breathe, breathe.

And then I hear it. The faintest sound. The most delicate lullaby.

I lift my head, eyes widening.

The song cuts through the walls of the cottage, something soft and sweet and mournful, the voice of a young woman singing in a language I’ve never heard in all my life. Nothing from the world as it is now. It’s lilting and soft, like English and Gaelic and French all tumbled together in a pot, salted with a dozen other languages.

The night is over already? The Hag Wytch is singing me to sleep, isn’t she? I’m trapped here with her.

But sleep doesn’t come to my grief-fractured mind.

This is a different song. A new song. A song that feels like a fishhook.

Brooks is peering critically at me from his pit-eyes, wearing his hat even in death. The six eyes on the cone are the same bottomless dark holes as the ones on his face. He tilts his head at me, trying to get a read on what’s going on.

I’m sure he can tell that the melody is different. He just doesn’t know what it means yet.

My heart is beating so fast that my vision is dimming at the edges. I close my eyes.

Boom, boom, boom. Thundering pulses of blood in my head. Holding myself together with a bravery that’s as flimsy as armor made from gauze. Easy to see through. Easy to tear. This is a lot for me to handle all at once.

I’m in the middle of a battle for survival that just won’t end.

Casting the spell to close the gate. The girl that leapt out at me and Marlowe from behind a tree. Dying. Watching them die. And right now, being dragged to my feet by the Hag Wytch’s spell, lifted from the floor like a doll.

There’s a beckoning in my heart, a magical hand crooked in invitation. The Hag Wytch is calling me to her the way she called my friends into the Witch’s Tree. The way she lured me downstairs to speak through the sliding glass doors in my kitchen. She’s calling to me now, promising something sickly sweet that can only be a cruel trick.

And I have no coven to protect me from her magic.

I try to resist her spell, to stay put.

I open my eyes to find the men in a panic. I don’t need to be able to hear them to know that they’re telling me not to listen, to cover my ears, to hide in one of the bedrooms until the lullaby passes. Marlowe grabs for my shoulder like he did on the roof of the Pink Lady, but he can no longer touch me. He can’t kiss me. Can’t hold me. Can’t bake with me. Can’t mow our lawn.

Don’t go there, Kate. Not yet. Feelings have to come after survival in this place.

Tanner draws a line of salt around me, proving that his ghost is much stronger than mine was. I could barely touch that piece of chalk in the end, could scarcely scribble out that note on Marlowe’s blackboard: don’t leave me alone.

If only they’d looked at it before sacrificing their lives to resurrect me.

Tanner finishes the salt pentacle, closing the circle and granting me a brief reprieve from the Hag Wytch’s power. My relief only lasts a matter of seconds. The front door slams open, and the salt scatters in a strong breeze. Magic crashes into me, looping a leash around my neck. Tears of violent frustration prick at the edges of my eyes.

I’m going to burn that Wytch. No sooner does that thought cross my mind than I hear her reply through the music.

“If you come to me, I will help you.” There’s a pause, like a break in the lyrics of the song. They’re not in English, but somehow, I understand them anyway. More magic. “If you kill me, I will give you anything you want.”

The song continues, weaving a tapestry in my brain that reminds me of a night sky reflected by the sea. Soft, undulations of waves speckled with diamonds. A gentle breeze. The wavy reflection of a silver moon. It’s a song of love and loss, something so incredibly human that the angry tears fall down my face in grief. My hat licks them off.

I start walking, a move that’s entirely against my will. I crouch to steal the machete off Marlowe’s body as I pass. Not my choice either.

The Hag is a much more powerful witch than I am.

The men are all around me, but I can’t physically make myself look at them. The song is too much. I’m hooked, biting onto a lure and being dragged through the water on a line. The magical equivalent of fishing. Resist her, Kate! I yell at myself, trying to break the Hag’s sudden hold over my actions. Push her back!

I roll my lips over my teeth and head up the stairs, moving as slowly as I can into the foyer and toward the open front door. Fighting and sweating and trying not to scare my coven as they manifest as angry nightmares all around me.

Haunted by the men I love.

What a dark and horrible nightmare.

The dulcet decay of the song drifts around me, pulling me forward, urging me on. Boots loud. Footsteps strange. Unsure. My attempts at slowing this thing down so I can think up a solution.

I step outside, turning with great effort to the three ghosts that are trapped in the cottage. They don’t have eyes, and they don’t have voices, but I love them anyway. In spite of what they’ve done. Because of what they’ve done.

Brooks puts his pale, white hands up against the invisible barrier that covers the doorway and presses into it, tendons he doesn’t have flexing in his ghostly forearms. Oh, he’s a much better ghost than I was, too.

Tanner is hanging charms from a hook above the door, lips in a thin line, translucent wolf ears pressed flat to the brim of his hat. His obsessive gaze isn’t altered by death in the slightest. If anything, it’s worse.

Then Marlowe. He’s leaning down, getting in my face, pointing at his lips. His hat is covered in white branches that look like bone, wild pansies blooming at their thorny tips.

“Repeat after us,” he commands, baring his ghost teeth at me. “We summon a tidal wave from the West—”

But I can’t. My head is already turning from them, even if I try my hardest to stop it. I’m having an internal, magical battle against the Hag Wytch.

And I am losing.

Terribly.

I smile softly, catching that last sweep of my boys.

I imprint them on my heart, my soul, so that I never forget this moment.

Three handsome ghosts in the doorway of a fairy-tale cottage tucked beneath a prehistoric tree. Tall, pointy hats and big, see-through bodies. They’re all chanting silently, working these complicated hand motions that blur into white and silver as they sign out a spell I can’t participate in.

These men were willing to do anything to get out of hell, and then they damned themselves forever in order to save my life. When they told me to leave and be happy, I believe they were more than prepared to pay the ultimate price.

But they’ll never stop fighting and neither will I.

“I love you,” I tell Tanner. Brooks. Marlowe. I taste my own tears. I taste my anger. I wish I could say more, but I can’t. The Hag Wytch is summoning me, and I can’t break free from her metaphysical net. This is her spell, and she’s worked it perfectly on us. “I love you so fucking much. And I’m sorry.”

I use my shadow to shut the door on their gossamer faces, and I venture into the woods.

I begin to run.
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Kate

“Oh, she broke a sacred coven! She ate their hearts.”

I sprint past forest spirits waving their twig-like arms, past fae things with no mouths and glowing skin, past beasts and monsters and creatures and slugs and flocks of birds with shimmering eyes. I dart through the darkness of the woods, past things fantastical and mundane. My breath puffs out of me as I slip in the mud, putting my hand on the trunk of a massive redwood tree, forging my way through a forest that I know I can’t trust.

Tugged. Summoned. Forced.

Spelled.

It ceases to matter as I run, emerging into a clearing that I recognize.

The Pit lies in front of me, bloated with blood and bodies, the wood planks we left here half-sunk and soaked in gore. Corpse pumpkins bloom across the surface, dozens of them, reminding me of where I came from and where I want to go. Reminding me of everything I’ve lost tonight. Reminding me that, when it comes down to it, I have nothing left to lose.

I stop and catch my breath, the sweet, sickly scent of decay muffled by the blood on my own face and the fresh earth and pine scent of the woods around me. Clenching my hands into fists, I walk around the edge of the Pit and pause in front of the stone wall that leads up to a cave.

I’m weak and shaky, in desperate need of food and sleep, but none of that matters. I summon vines to aid my climb, thorny green things sprouting from the gray of the rock, and I grab on. One hand and one foot at a time, I make my way up with my shadow’s help.

It’s not an easy climb. It wouldn’t be an easy climb on a day where I was well-rested and mentally sound. Since I’m an undead witch with a broken heart, it’s even harder. My fingers curl around the stone at the mouth of the cave, and I let out a mixed-bag groan—more like a scream—as I drag my body up and into the warm miasma of the Hag Wytch’s nest.

I fall to my back, panting, and then force my aching bones into a sitting position. The Hag’s lullaby has stopped, but I can feel her the way some people feel a storm coming. Pressure pushing down on an old wound. Mine isn’t physical, but loneliness is a pang that hurts worse than a broken bone. That’s where I feel her, in the depths of my lonely heart.

I turn, finding a length of tunnel leading to a small chamber. The walls are infested with webs of bioluminescent fungi and flowers that smell worse than the Pit outside. I shift myself onto my hands and knees and then push up to my feet.

There’s a sound echoing down the hall toward me, the sound of chewing. Visceral, wet snaps of teeth on flesh and bone, like a starving dog on carrion. The tang of blood is as strong in here as it was back at the cottage. I choke on that smell, pushing my metal mask up to cover my nose and mouth without hooking it into place.

My boots crunch over old bones, turning them to dust. The ground is littered with them, decorated in feathers and dried grasses and dirt. I ease forward, one step at a time, dressed in the blood of my lovers, wearing a sentient hat with a tongue, and pants made of monster leather.

Wearing the heavy mantle of a grudge.

The Hag Wytch is crouched in the chamber at the end of the tunnel, tucked into a nest made of pine branches, spiderwebs, and hair. Human hair, from the looks of it. Curly brown hair and wavy blond hair. Straight black. White. Gray. Auburn. A stripe of neon green.

I pause in the doorway, and the Hag cranes her head around to look at me, bloodied flesh dangling from her lips. I see a foot attached to that flesh, still wearing a pink and white tennis shoe. My eyes shift from the Hag’s mouth to her eyes, those massive blue orbs, like two full moons in a freakish hybrid face. Not human. Not owl. Something caught in-between.

Something trapped.

The Hag tilts her head back and bites down on the meat, causing the shoe and the foot inside of it to tumble to the floor. Her throat undulates as she swallows, talons scraping across the nest as she swivels the rest of her body to match the direction of her head.

We stare at each other.

The Hag chirps from her beak, ruffling up her feathers and settling into the nest. She tucks her wings in tight against her sides and stares at me, like she’s waiting for something. I’m reluctant to look at anything but her, but I can’t help it.

There are trinkets hanging from the walls, pieces of the world suspended by white string.

Clothing. A Polaroid camera. Several phones with cracked screens. A glittery pink purse. A bow with a broken string. A violin. A notebook. Dozens of pens. A red heel. A stuffed bear.

I look back at the Hag, but all she’s doing is observing me. My arm, where she bit it off, aches so fiercely that I clamp a hand over it, Tanner’s rough stitches digging into my skin. Tanner. Fuck. Oh, Tanner. Brooks. Marlowe.

Tears spring to my eyes as I take a step closer to the nest. Resisting her spell. Failing horrendously under the power of a forest god. I touch my shaky fingers to the brim of my hat for strength, cutting myself on one of the fangs that circle its wide brim.

“Kill me, God. Just kill me!” the Hag whispers from her human mouth, voice crazed. The last words of another victim.

“You want to die so badly? Fine. I want to kill you for what you did to us.” My voice sounds stronger than I feel, and my hat reacts to that confidence, licking the tears from my face with the undulating tongue of a demon. It bares its teeth at her as I drop my hands to my sides, clenching them into fists.

“Yes, sir,” the Hag replies, in my own voice.

It takes me a minute to process that.

I’m one of her victims, and … if I think back on the events that led to this moment, I see that those were my last words. If the men were here with me, maybe we could make light of our trauma. Maybe I’d find that funny. Maybe I’d be pissed at Brooks for getting me to say that.

Maybe I’d be happy.

I take another step forward, crushing more items underfoot. Trinkets and toys and books and piles of garbage that I kick out of my way. Just like she’s collected the corpses of her victims, the Hag has collected their flashlights and their backpacks and their jewelry.

She leans down, putting her face close enough to mine that if she wanted to take my head off with her beak, she could. With her human mouth, even. She can open her jaw like a snake, so if she wanted to use those flat, ivory teeth to decapitate me, she could do that, too.

The Hag Wytch blinks those long, curled eyelashes at me, and I lose it. My jaw clenches. I grit my teeth. Rage surges through me, a volcanic eruption of unprocessed pain. I just walked away from the cottage where the people I love the most are trapped.

“My men have no eyes because of you,” I whisper, voice hoarse. “My coven has no voice.”

The Hag tilts her head at me.

“Yes, sir,” she replies and, with her beak nearly pressed to my nose, I lose it.

I shove my face up against hers, and I let out this violent, wild scream of rage.

The sound echoes in the stone tunnel, bouncing off the walls and making the trinkets on the ceiling sway. There’s a chandelier made of antlers above the Hag’s head, lit with candles. Their flames flicker and dance, throwing my shadow violently around the room.

The Hag opens her beak and she shrieks right back at me, blowing my hair back from my face with the force of it. My hands come up and grip the brim of my hat, and I yell at her again. Louder this time. Furious. Grieving. Desperate.

Desperate people are dangerous.

I am dangerous.

The Hag Wytch smiles at me using her human mouth, teeth stained with blood. A satisfied smile. It’s terrifying. If I could physically make myself run, I would. If I could cast, I’d beg the forest for protection from this monster.

She settles back into her nest and then, with me standing alone and vulnerable in her lair, she starts to sing again.

My lids grow heavy. My heart rate slows. My limbs are lead weights.

Ahh, now she’s putting me to sleep.

I drop like a coin in a well, spinning and tumbling into the nonsense of a dream.
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“What would you give up to save your coven?”

“Everything.”

“Are you certain?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”
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I’m moaning when I come to, sounds of pain scraping past lips that are flaky with dried blood. It’s an effort to push myself up into a sitting position, an eerie horror settling over me when I realize that I’m inside the nest made of human hair and redwood boughs. Spiders skitter across the surface, building webs that glimmer softly in the half-dark, sugaring the macabre confection with cotton candy silk.

There’s a woman sitting in the nest with me, two massive wings protruding from her back. Blood smeared across her face. Big blue eyes. Long, dark lashes. Hair like spilled ink over her naked white shoulders. It pools on the floor of the nest, tangled up in her clawed fingers as she leans in toward me, putting her weight on her palms. She’s situated on her knees, but sitting splay-legged, pale dirty feet on either side of her.

She peers at me just like the Hag peered at me.

No, not just like the Hag.

She is the Hag; this woman is the Hag.

This woman is a witch.

“What the fuck?” I whisper, scooting away from her until my back is pressed to the edge of the nest. I don’t even care about the spiders as they skitter away from me, legs tickling my bare back and shoulders. What I do care about is the winged-girl with the bloody mouth, scooting closer to me. Reaching for me.

I cringe, goose bumps springing up across my skin, as she puts her hands on my upper arms. Her pointed fingernails dig into my flesh, white-hot pricks of pain that I ignore, too fixed on the desperation in her eyes.

On the loneliness.

“Is there seriously no way out of this stupid forest?” The Hag speaks to me through the words of her victims, like always. A guy’s voice this time, young and cocky. I’m frozen under her touch, still blinking away the cobwebs of sleep.

This woman isn’t from 2004 or 1988 or even 1955. She’s from a time and maybe even a place that’s so far removed from my reality that she may as well be an alien.

But she lured me here for a reason. She hunted our coven for a reason. She wants something from me, and I have the sickening feeling that everything that’s happened up until this point has been by her design.

“What do you want?” I whisper back at her, voice rough. It’s a valid question. I didn’t end up here by accident.

The woman drops her hands from my arms, sitting back and watching me as she combs her hair over her shoulder with her fingers. It doesn’t even seem like she’s conscious of doing it, more like it’s just old habit. On the wall behind her, there’s a shadow with small two-pronged antlers. The air is thick and hot, but when I swallow, I taste ash and smell brimstone.

A Southwoods, like Brooks.

My fingers brush the hilt of the machete at my waist, and her eyes flick to it. Then back to my face. There’s a disturbing eagerness to her expression that makes me hesitate.

The Hag Wytch wants me to kill her, and that’s the only reason I don’t already have her blood on my hands.

“All of that, just to die?” I ask, and my voice isn’t a whisper anymore. It’s not tentative or rough. I sound angry again. “You chased us, hunted us, killed me, and for what, so we’d find you and put a stop to it all?”

The Hag says nothing.

She reaches up, very calmly, and cuts a line across her throat with a witch claw, slitting her neck and spilling blood. It rains red down her chest and, in just a few seconds, it heals completely. She drops her hand to her lap and then looks pointedly at my machete.

My throat burns at the sight. My arm aches. I remember dying, and then, worse, I remember coming back to life. My fingers clench around the leather-wrapped hilt, and my arm shakes with the threat of violence. Not yet. Not just yet.

“What happens if I kill you?” I ask, waiting for a response. Her eyes peer back at me, and I can see the pulse of humanity inside them. The Hag is a person. Was a person.

“I’ll do anything, just get me out of here!” she cries in the voice of a teenage girl. The Hag Wytch cocks her head to the side. Dark hair slithers over her shoulder and a spider crawls up the length of it.

“Anything, huh?” I laugh, and it’s an ugly sound. “Can you resurrect my coven?” I’m asking a stupidly impossible question. I’ve lost my mind. I know that her song lured me out here, but what’s happening now is entirely on me. I’m asking for help from the one who did this to me in the first place.

“Yes, sir,” she tells me again, stealing my voice.

I can’t breathe. I squeeze the weapon so hard that my palm squeaks on the hilt.

“Liar,” I finally manage. If it took three lives to resurrect one, what sort of sacrifice would it take to bring them all back? Something big. Something dark. Magic doesn’t come cheap.

“No. No. No!” The Hag screams this back at me, nails clawing at the dirt. Her pupils are big and black, obscuring the vibrant blue hue of her irises. A toad watches us from the edge of the nest, staring with a single red eye in the center of its head.

I’d say the Hag’s offer sounds too good to be true, but this is a lucrative arrangement for her, isn’t it?

The Hag Wytch broke our coven on purpose. Now, she’s offering it back to me. In the process, she’ll get what she wants most: her own death.

“If I kill you, then you’ll save them?” I clarify, and her face shifts to something feral.

“Damn this curse.” The Hag Wytch hisses those words, her voice that of an old woman. “This was a mistake. Death isn’t the worst outcome. This is. This is hell.”

Magic flares bright and hot around us, a swirl of dust and debris that tears up the nest, sending bits and bobs flying. Glass breaks. A marble hits me in the cheek. An old laptop with a pink lid smashes into the wall and shatters. The antler-chandelier swings above us, and our shadows dance in erratic patterns around the chamber.

The forest spirits are screaming so loudly outside the tunnel that I can hear them, even from in here.

“Kill the Hag Wytch, become the Hag Wytch! She eats everything!” They’re absolutely wild, shrieking and tearing the woods apart as other creatures flee their manic cries. I hear branches breaking, foliage rustling. A snort. A growl. The scream of a dying rabbit.

Oh. Oh. Oh. Fuck.

Kill the Hag Wytch … become the Hag Wytch?

Well. That’s the price then. That’s the price of three lives.

I look up to find that she’s still staring at me. Waiting. She really did orchestrate this, didn’t she? Set us up. Stalked us. Made it happen.

“I assume you need me to accept this fate willingly?” My voice is dry, almost sarcastic. She doesn’t answer me. She doesn’t need to. If we could’ve simply killed her in combat, she would already be dead. That’s what makes this a curse, I suppose. “Well-played. I must wear my heart on my sleeve, huh?”

I tear the machete free of its sheath, staring down at the bloodied silver of the blade. An accidental witch with a choice to make. Do I curse myself to save my coven?

Only, it’s not much of a choice at all. Brooks, Tanner, Marlowe—they’re worth it.

I grit my teeth and swing the blade.

The machete slices through the pale skin of the Hag’s human throat, spraying red across my face. The candles on the chandelier flicker and then go out, leaving us with the dim light of the fungi on the walls to see by. It’s like standing in a dark room with uranium glass and a black light.

There’s a gurgling inhale, and then the sound of the Hag’s body slumping to one side. A final exhale. My own shuddered breath.

My witch eyes adjust to the darkness in time to see the image of the Hag Wytch—the owl version of her anyway—crouched over the dead body of the woman I’ve just killed.

She has no eyes, just pits, like a ghost. Spreading her wings, she surges forward and slides right through me. My own breath cuts off in a choke, and I drop the machete by my side, hand slick with blood. The Hag’s spirit passes by with a gust of wind, whipping my hair around and undoing my braid. I swipe strands of it away from my lips, whirling around to see her disappear into the tunnel.

I scramble over the side of the nest, chasing after her as she flies ahead of me and then exits the mouth of the cave. I pause with my boots just inches from the edge.

Resting my palm against the stone wall, I watch as the Hag circles the Pit several times and then … she’s a woman again. She tumbles through the air and, despite being a ghost, she makes a splash when she lands in the blood and gore below, sinking into it and disappearing.

For exactly three heartbeats, all is silent in the woods.

I lean closer, peering down, waiting to see if she’ll surface or if that’s it, if I’ve done it. Killed a god. Killed a girl. I have no idea. The red ooze of the Pit swirls, creating a whirlpool of bones and decay. The bodies sink into it, disappearing from view.

Slowly, gently, it begins to bubble, like a pot on a stove. Glowing orbs emerge from the liquid, drifting like lanterns into the dark underbrush of the woods.

“She damned herself and blessed them.” The forest spirits are still frantic, running through the branches and waving their arms in triumph. They’re also crying, and I feel goose bumps on every inch of my body. “Look at all the dancing ghosts.”

Something big has just happened.

Something huge.

The air is filled with soft whispers and laughter, with the easy, relaxed cadence of the orbs as they float like gossamer bubbles in the early morning fog. Their light is reflected back by the pool of blood underneath, casting ruby shimmers across all the trees. It’s haunting, but beautiful, like standing in a graveyard.

Ghosts? These are ghosts? The ones she ate?

Are the souls of the Hag’s victims free now? What about Brooks’ little sister? I can only take a wild guess based on what I see, what I feel. There’s a pungent relief in the Witchwoods, like maybe everything is going to be okay. A collective sigh, really. A happy coo from the forest spirits.

But not from me.

There’s a pressure, a pain in my upper back that makes me gasp, knocks me to my knees at the mouth of the cave. I reach over my shoulder, clawing at my skin and finding a massive lump on my upper back. Two lumps. An involuntary scream escapes me as I collapse, writhing and kicking and clawing at the stone as I struggle to escape the worst physical pain I’ve ever felt.

Even worse than having my own throat slit by the Hag, than having my arm bitten off, than falling and breaking apart on impact.

I’m mindless with the agony, completely and utterly mindless, barely able to turn onto my hands and knees. It’s like my skin is being unzipped down the length of my spine, and then it all just comes unraveled, viscera and gore splattering the stone walls, a heaviness unfolding at the back of my neck.

I collapse, but it’s not over.

Not even close.

Kill the Hag Wytch. Become the Hag Wytch.
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Tanner

A few minutes earlier …

Love has transformed me.

I’ve never felt joy the way I do with Kate. Because of Kate.

Never been so fucking terrified. So heartbroken. So goddamn pissed—at myself. At us, as men.

The Hag Wytch is spelling our North and there’s nothing we can do about it because we’re fucking dead. Kate slams the door on us, and I turn to Brooks. He’s the leader. I don’t know the rules of being dead, of being ghosts. What can we do? How do we protect our wife?

We stop the spell we were casting. Clearly, it ain’t working.

“Give me something to do,” I sign to him, taking comfort in the way he stands there with his hand on his chin in thought, the pit eyes on his hat swirling like a half-dozen black vortexes on his ghostly cap. I’m an action man. So is Brooks. The difference between us, the reason I didn’t fight back when he had me pinned in the Witchwoods way back when, is his resolution. Until Kate, I didn’t understand tunnel vision and how powerful it can be. I certainly do now. My single-minded obsession in the shape of love. “Now.”

Marlowe manages to open the cottage door on his fourth try, his lips making the shape of curses he can’t say. He throws himself at the invisible barrier across the doorway with whatever strength a spirit has in these woods. He makes some headway, shoving at the empty air and stretching it like plastic wrap, gaining a few inches here and there. It’s not enough. Too slow. Too sticky. Lo is wading through a magical quicksand.

We’re trapped inside this cottage if we can’t out-spell that goddamn owl.

“She’s not just going to die—she’s going to be eaten!” Marlowe is in an absolute panic, signing at us like he’s yelling. He looks between me and Brooks, panting even though he doesn’t need to breathe at all. His hat is covered in bones and ash now, shadow wings tense and tight and angry.

“We’re going to possess some bodies and get out of here,” Brooks signs out, turning to me. “Can you hear where Kate is going? Can you give us a definitive location?”

I nod, working my jaw and reaching up to flick one of the ears on my hat. I hold out my hand, making a fist and bobbing it up and down, like a head nod. “Yeah,” I sign back.

Brooks sweeps down the stairs, taking Marlowe with him.

The forest spirits are shrieking, turning the woods into a tumultuous miasma of fear and confusion. A herd of kirin go sprinting past the cottage, crushing the foliage and making the plants scream. Birds scatter. In the distance, a lone wolf howls a mournful song.

I tilt my head, close my eyes, focus in on sounds I rightfully shouldn’t be able to hear. Yeah, I don’t give my hat enough credit.

I track Kate from where I stand in the foyer, listening to her rapid footfalls in the forest. Seems like she’s heading in the direction of the Pit. In the direction of the nest. Fuck, but of course she is. That dreadful dirge is weaving the barrier on the cottage door. It’s a thief in the night, stealing our North away from us. Our coven bonds, already stretched to the limit, feel like they could snap at any second.

There. The scrape of Kate’s boots on stone. Is she climbing something?

Climbing into the nest, I’ll bet.

Oh, God. The situation is getting worse with each passing second. I’d panic, but it won’t do me any good. This is what Brooks needs me to do, so this is what I’m going to do. There has to be a way out of this. I don’t doubt it for a second. If I let myself doubt it, then I’ll have to acknowledge the sheer horror of my reality.

I’d already vowed to cherish every single moment. We had. We did. We made a cute, little family in Kate’s colorful house. It was wonderful. I gave all of that up to save her, and she’s going to be eaten anyway?

No, I’m not letting that happen. I won’t. I can’t.

Voices filter into my mind, whispers in a distant wood.

Kate and the Hag Wytch, having a conversation. Or as much of a conversation as they’re capable of. The words “yes, sir”, like a taunt. That’s Kate’s voice, but it’s not her talking. I can hear the click and snap of the Hag Wytch’s lower jaw.

And then Kate is yelling and the Hag is shrieking back.

The notes of a familiar, sleepy lullaby. The thud of Kate’s body hitting a stone floor.

I sprint down the stairs, finding Brooks desperately grabbing at the pages of a grimoire, trying to turn them in search of a possession spell. He struggles a bit with the task, shaking his hands out and mouthing silent words to himself.

“Fuck your feelings, Brooks. Fuck your feelings.”

He lifts his not-eyes up to mine; I don’t see Marlowe anywhere.

“Where?” Brooks demands, signing the word as he stands up straight, lifting his chin. He’s as freaked out as Marlowe and I are, but he hides it well.

I put my fist in front of my mouth, tapping my index finger and thumb together. Then I use both hands to make the shape of a nest.

Brooks is unfazed, shadow antlers curling out of his hat. He turns and points with a claw in the direction of the stairs.

“Find something living to possess,” he commands with sharp, austere movements of his hands. I’m fine with the cool, merciless authority in his expression. I need it. I’m a soldier following orders. My ears remain pricked, listening in for any sign from Kate. She’s quiet for now, but at least she isn’t dead. I’d hear it, if the Hag was eating her.

FUCK!

I don’t look at our corpses, strewn across the living room floor. I head down the stairs to find Marlowe on his knees beside the water in the cave that serves as our bathroom. He’s trying to catch a snake, but it keeps slipping through his fingers. I see the long, white spinal cord of a dead serpent wrapped around the cone of his hat.

If we can possess living things, then I’ll just find a man whose body and dick Kate likes, and I’ll take it from him. Whatever I need to do. We’ll get through this.

I walk right up to Marlowe, reach down, and snag the snake by the tail. He turns and gapes up at me, a disturbing sight with black holes in place of eyes.

“How?” he signs as I concentrate on keeping the squirming beast in my hand. It strikes the air where my body should be, spitting glittery purple venom across the wood platform that Brooks and I built together way back when.

“No emotion,” I mouth back at him, because my hands are too full of serpent to sign. That seems to be the key: the more emotional we are, the harder it is to touch shit.

“Emotion. Christ.” Marlowe turns back to the water, lunging forward and submerging his arms up to the elbows. There’s no splash on his end, but there is one from the creature he drags up from beneath the stream. It’s a toad with a single eye on its forehead.

It hisses at him, and he nearly drops it, tightening his translucent grip and causing the toad to thrash. If he isn’t careful, he’ll kill it.

I steal a fire salamander off the wall for Brooks, keeping one animal in each hand. Concentrating. It isn’t easy. I feel like I’m fading away even as I struggle to hold onto this world. I’m convinced that I’m seconds away from falling into a chasm that I can never climb out of.

Death.

We’re all dead, but we’re in hell, so it doesn’t matter. Where else is there to go from here? We’re already at rock-bottom.

Brooks stares at the animals we bring back and frowns.

Kate is awake now, and having another conversation with the Hag Wytch that even my hat is struggling to pick up on. I don’t care what body I have to inhabit if it means getting out of here. Getting to Kate. We don’t have to be men in order to be a coven.

Two amphibians and a reptile will do just fine.

We just need to get to her. Proximity builds power.

“If we inhabit living bodies, I think we can pass through that barrier.” Brooks turns and sweeps his hand out, lighting all of the candles in the room at once. The fire in the hearth climbs higher. Ingredients fall off the shelves and roll in our direction. His image fades, and he closes his eyelids over his non-existent eyes.

We’re low on magic. We’re functioning as an incomplete coven. We’re dead.

We’re dead.

The three of us, we’ve arrived at our worst fucking nightmare.

Brooks came to the woods in order to save his sister. Lost her. Failed her. Stole me into the Witchwoods. Then, I had the audacity to do the same to Marlowe. In turn, he became his worst self and stole Kate. All of that because we were afraid to die in these woods, to become trapped spirits. To be eaten by the Hag.

And now that we’re in love with the woman we all helped to ruin, she is about to meet the worst possible end while we suffer in here, tucked safely away inside this cottage for the rest of eternity.

We can’t fail. Not in this.

I pass the salamander to Brooks, and it takes him several tries to grab onto it. Together, we manhandle the squirming, screaming Witchwoods animals over to our own bodies. Bathe them in our spilled blood. In Kate’s blood.

It’s ghastly. It’s heartbreaking.

If I had the emotional space to rage, bet your ass that I’d be in a fury.

We take up our proper directions in the living room, the feet of our spirit forms planted inside our own corpses. Casting without Kate is … eh. Being dead doesn’t help either. But I have a pair of demon tails while Brooks is wearing antlers. Marlowe has wings. We’re still witches.

“Kill the Hag Wytch, become the Hag Wytch! She eats everything!” That’s what those stupid, cryptic spirits are yelling now. I’d wonder how and why Kate is awake, why they’re awake. But there’s no time for technicalities. I don’t give a shit.

Brooks thinks for a minute, creating a spell on the spot with what little we have to work with.

“We call on the great tree that lives in the North,” he signs, and Marlowe and I follow, copying his hand movements in a silent chant. Since we have no North with us, we have to ask her magic to join us. Depending on what she’s doing, this could work spectacularly or fail miserably.

Kate, don’t risk anything for the three of us. I can bear a lot of things, but I can’t bear that. I can deal with my spirit being trapped in this hell, but only so long as I know you’re out there somewhere, that you’re—

I choke, using my ghostly hand to grab at my throat. Something hurts. Everything hurts. Brooks stops signing, and then he falls hard to his knees. Lo is next. I’m somehow on the floor now, too. No idea how I got there. It happens so fast that I lose my grip on the snake, the ebony ribbon of its body slithering through the blood spilled across the cottage floor.

There’s a tugging sensation in my spine, and then my chest is so beyond tight, and my lungs feel like they’re bursting with fluid. I cough up blood, suddenly on my back and staring up at the ceiling. TORTUROUS AGONY. VIOLENT AND CATASTROPHIC.

My hands dig at my chest out of pure reflex, snatching the hilt of a knife and pulling. Blood spurts out of the wound, but it closes just as quickly. The pain is goddamn fucking blinding, but then it’s just … not.

I look down at my naked chest, the bone necklace soaked with red. My skin is scarred with our coven sigil, but lacking the bloody hole that ended my life.

I’m alive.

I’m alive.

So is Marlowe, struggling to push himself up to his hands and knees with white orchids sprouting from his hat. Brooks is already standing, wide-eyed and confused. The eyes on his hat swivel to the opposite side of his cone, like he’s peering through the walls of the cottage in search of Kate.

It’s me who’s up the staircase first.

I’m running so quickly that I don’t bother to look and see if Brooks and Marlowe are with me. If they’re not, they will be, and there’s not a single second to be wasted here.

I know exactly where I need to go.
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The wolf ears on my hat prick up, and I hear Kate’s agonized screams coming from the direction of the Hag’s nest. I slice through the darkness, leaping over fallen logs, skirting past monsters and ghosts and nightmares.

“Run, run, run!” the forest spirits urge, but I don’t need them or anyone else to tell me what to do.

Kate is in pain. Kate is screaming. Kate is suffering in these woods when she should be safe in my arms. I’m way past angry and well into a psychotic break. What did you do, kitten? What the fuck did you do? Because if I’m alive, then she’s up to some shit.

Glowing orbs float through the trees above me like balloons, decorating the woods with dazzling splotches of color and light. The hell are those? But they don’t matter. I don’t care.

Horrible sounds are emanating from Kate’s location: skin tearing, blood dripping, nails scratching at stone. Soft sobs. Choking inhales. A cry of hurt and regret.

The Pit comes into view, more of those orbs rising from the gore and disappearing into the dark. I ignore them, circling around the pool of red and climbing a fresh wall of vines on the side of the cliff wall. I drag myself up and into the tunnel of the Hag’s cave, knees slipping in blood.

“My God, Kate.” I claw my way over to her like an animal, fingers searing at the contact of her hot skin on mine. She’s alive. We’re alive. How is this even possible? But if we don’t do something quick, she won’t be alive for long.

I can feel that the skin of her back is split, all the way down her spine. She’s bleeding everywhere; we’re sitting in a puddle of it. I’m not sure how she’s still alive now.

Brooks goes to his knees beside her, yanking the salve from the satchel on his belt. He cracks it open and scoops up a generous handful. Marlowe helps me roll Kate over as she cries out, clutching wildly at me. I’m not sure that she even knows we’re here.

But then her eyes lift up and catch mine.

“Tanner,” she cries, and there’s so much relief and love in her voice that it breaks me. Kate has the audacity to smile. The worst that could ever happen has happened, more than once. And now she’s bleeding to death in my arms after all that and smiling? “Oh, Tanner.”

“Tell me what’s going on, baby, hmm?” I’m trying to stay calm here, to keep Kate as relaxed and comfortable as I can as Brooks breaks out the needle and thread. He pierces the skin of her back with that curved needle, and her eyes roll back into her head.

Marlowe is right there, squatting beside us and tearing a charm from his hat. He cracks the marble between his teeth and leans over, pulling Kate’s lower lip down with a thumb. He presses his mouth to hers, spitting the spell between her lips.

“Swallow for me, sweetheart,” he chokes out, stroking his thumb down her throat. “It’ll help with the pain.” Marlowe’s rough voice sounds as broken as my heart feels, and our eyes meet above our dying wife’s head.

Nothing will ever be the same between me and him.

From this moment forward, our slate is wiped clean. I just want to be the friend to him that Dennis never was, and I know he wants the same. All we need is our North. All we need is Kate.

She swallows the charm as she comes to, blinking her way out of a daze as Brooks continues sewing up her back with a steady hand.

“You’re alive,” Kate slurs, reaching up a shaking hand, trying to touch my face. Her fingers graze my skin, too hot. Welcome, but hot. Feverish. Kate is dying. A triple resurrection spell doesn’t come cheap.

“What’d you do, kitten?” I breathe, holding her against me and knowing for damn sure that I’m never letting her go again. She hooks her fingers behind my neck, molds her soft body to mine, her lips hitting the side of my jaw.

“Protected you, my love,” Kate murmurs, and then she’s seizing wildly in my arms, forcing Brooks to drop the needle for fear of stabbing her with it. She spasms against me as Marlowe and Brooks try to help hold her down, so that she doesn’t cause any further damage to her torn and bloodied body.

“Her tongue.” Brooks’ words are calm, measured, authoritative. I follow them without thinking twice about it. With my teeth gritted, jaw clenched, I pry Kate’s mouth open. There are plenty of loose bones scattered across the floor, so I snatch one of them up and use that to keep her from biting my fingers off.

I check her tongue to make sure she isn’t choking on it, my eyes fixed on hers. I can’t see that honey-dipped hazel anymore, just the whites, red-veined with agony.

Marlowe is dead-silent, eyes black. He’s the opposite of Kate. There is no white in his gaze, just an endless pitch, that cool indifference that he wears as a mask to cover up the messy emotions writhing underneath. He holds her legs while Brooks puts his palms on her naked back, pressing her down and murmuring under his breath.

I copy the chant and Marlowe does the same, a healing spell on the fly.

My face is spattered with gore as Brooks’ careful stitches snap.

Flesh hits the walls, drips from the ceiling. Kate’s insides all over the stone. It takes me several blinks to get the blood from my eyes so that I can see what’s happening.

Wings.

A pair of wings are unfurling from her back.

Brown and white, etched with gold and silver runes.

They almost look … like the wings of the fucking Hag Wytch.

Ah, shit.
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Kate has stopped seizing, but she’s still alive, breathing softly against me. She moans, curling her fingers around my bone collar as the boys and I stare at the new appendages in horror.

They start as two feathered lumps near her shoulder blades, opening up like fern fronds in slow-motion. The tips touch the walls, partially blocking my view of Brooks and Marlowe.

“What the fuck?” Lo asks, because he’s always the first to spit that question out. He pushes one of the wings down, so that he can look at me, and Kate moans. Marlowe gentles his grip, but he doesn’t let go of that handful of feathers.

Brooks … This might be the first time I’ve ever seen that man look unsure of anything.

“I have no idea.” He smooths a hand along one of the wet, bloody wings, and Kate groans again, trying to push herself up into a sitting position. I put my hands on her shoulders, intending on stopping her, but then … she bites down hard on the bone I put into her mouth, turning it to dust.

“Katelynn—” I’m not even done with those two syllables before her back is all healed up, the skin sucking itself back together like some seriously fucked-up claymation project. Kate lifts her head and, underneath all the gore and the blood, she looks healthy and whole and perfect.

I don’t trust it.

Now, I know this is her. Not the Hag Wytch. Not some sort of weird-ass Witchwoods thing. This is my Kate, my kitten, our wife, our North. Other than that, I’m confused. Brooks, too, apparently, which is as comforting as it is frustrating.

She sits back on splayed legs, in a puddle of her own blood, and she looks around at us with tears welling in those beautiful eyes of hers. Kate reaches out, cradling my face in one of her small hands. I reach up, wrapping my fingers fully around her wrist, chaining her there like I can keep myself from losing her with a single, stubborn grip.

We’re all panting, sitting way too close together.

In awe.

In love.

Reveling.

When we gave up our lives to save Kate’s, I wondered if Brooks might have a trick or two up his sleeve. But I also knew that when I said goodbye to Kate, it could easily be the last time. No, it was likely to be the last time.

These few seconds we’re having together now feel like a miracle. It’s seconds more than I thought I was going to get.

I drag her against me and press my mouth to hers, tasting blood and Kate and heat. She kisses me back, holding onto my neck in a way that might be uncomfortable if I wasn’t so far past the point of caring. I don’t care if she hits me, bites me, stabs me—I’m not letting go.

“The things you do, they don’t make my stalking tendencies any easier to resist.” I’m trying to make a joke, my lips brushing hers, but my dark humour doesn’t land. My voice cracks as I hold her against me, looking over Kate’s shoulder at Marlowe.

He wraps her waist from behind, occupying the space between her wings. He clings to her, his cheek pressed to her hair. His arms are flush against my stomach, trapping Kate between us. He squeezes his eyes shut, his breath shuddering and uneven. Lover boy was a great nickname for him. He lives up to it.

“Kate, what spell did you cast?” Brooks demands, but his angry words are laced with a primal terror that tells me that maybe, just maybe, he’s figured something out that Lo and I aren’t getting. Brooks crawls forward on his knees, taking her face in his hands. He kisses the blood from her lips before drawing back and searching her pissed-off expression with one of his own. “You do not sacrifice yourself for us—ever. Tell me what you did, so we can undo it.”

“No.” Kate is firm, fierce. She stares him down with that inner strength that I don’t think even she knows she has. “You undermined my sacrifice. Don’t you think that I would’ve just let you die and lived with Tanner and Marlowe if I could’ve handled that? Your answer is to condemn me to loneliness by losing all three of you? Fuck that.” She pauses, bringing her emotions under control. “But none of that matters. I love you guys. You changed my life for the better.” Kate looks frantically back in my direction, putting her hands on either side of my face. “Go back to the cottage and find a way to get out of here, to leave the Witchwoods permanently.”

“I want to know what you did,” Brooks demands, his eyes (face and hat) hardening, mouth pursing. Kate stares him down, shifting a little and causing her wings to droop. They hit the stone floor behind her, and she makes a strange sound.

Orbs drift around us, filling the dark tunnel with light. Luminescent threads pierce the walls, and toys hang from the ceiling. It’s an unsettling place, something caught in time and forgotten. A place for lost socks and lost hearts and a Hag Wytch that persists in perpetuity.

A Hag Wytch whose wings Kate is wearing.

I recall the words of the forest spirits: “Kill the Hag Wytch, become the Hag Wytch!”

Oh, man. This is going to be bad, isn’t it?

“I did what I had to.” Kate is staring at me again, fixed on me and me alone. She’s good at that, making me feel like I’m not just one of three. To her, we’re a family where each member is equally important. Each member is loved. Cherished. Treasured. She is a treasure, and she doesn’t know that either. She doesn’t understand that the world would be so much poorer for having lost a spirit like hers.

Brooks’ hat squints as he licks some blood from the corner of his lip and eyes her with no small amount of suspicion. Hell, I love the girl, too, but I don’t trust her right now either.

I lock all of my attention on Kate as Marlowe grips her aggressively, his shadow wings and her feathered ones twisted up together on either side of him.

“Start talking, princess. Or you go nowhere. I will sew myself to you.” Lo bites down on the side of her neck in a possessive way that leaves Kate shivering. Ah, shit, I should’ve thought to do that first. I take her lower lip between my teeth, making her whimper, and then I flick my tongue against it before I release her.

“What you had to, huh?” I repeat, and I shift forward, studying her. It feels like we’re sitting on the edge of a very thin knife. Either we’ll all fall together, or something is going to be severed. Don’t much like my odds either way. “Kate, where’s the Hag Wytch?”

Marlowe goes stiff, looking up and over Kate’s shoulder at me.

She shakes her head and gently pushes at us both. Not that it works. We keep hold of her in one way or another as she turns to look at Brooks. The pair of them face each other with me and Lo on either side of Kate.

“I need you not to be stubborn about this. Don’t fight me today, South.” She glances over at Marlowe, pretending to be annoyed with him, too. “West.”

His hat blooms with pink roses at the same time as his cheeks, and his face shatters. Teeth gritted. Expression desperate. Kate folds at the sight of him, forcing a smile in that way of people who know their time is up. A bittersweet farewell. I don’t think she realizes how hard I’m staring at her until her gaze shifts to mine, and she lets out a small sound.

“East.” Kate scolds me with hesitation, like something about me is making her nervous. “I need the three of you to listen to me.” Her wings are lying on the ground behind her, like they’re too heavy to hold up, blood droplets clinging to the waxy feathers. “I … I wasn’t sure that I’d actually get to see you before—Oh, God.”

Tears flow freely down her face as she peers up at me, reaching up to rub one of my wolf ears. That nearly breaks me, the soft brush of her thumb over the fur. I wrap my fingers around Kate’s wrist, my entire body taut with adrenaline. Whatever comes next, I’ll need to be at my best.

To get out of this intact, we’ll need a miracle. Either that, or an exercise in power, skill, and logic. I look at Brooks, and he stares back at me. Neither of us trusts that this is as happy a reunion as it seems.

“I freed the spirits from the Hag Wytch,” Kate declares in total confidence, turning back to Brooks. That sad smile of hers gets a little more real. Her hat grins, tongue flicking out to taste the blood on my cheek. To taste my emotions. I hope she can feel how determined I am.

No matter what she’s done, I won’t leave her to suffer. I will never stop fighting.

“Yeah, I gathered that,” Brooks whispers, but he’s as uncomfortable with this situation as I am. The eyes on his hat blink in random order and the biggest one in the center narrows to a thin, red slit. Our shadows play across the wall, darker splotches against an already dark tunnel.

Three of them hold up the fourth, buoying the horned woman above the rest.

I push my own hat brim up and out of my eyes, frowning down at Kate when all I want to do is laugh. Kiss her. Hold her. Fuck her. Convince myself that everything is going to be okay.

My gaze is fixed on hers as she blinks silver-and-gold eyes innocently back at me. Something ain’t fuckin’ right here. Something is off. I feel uneasy. I feel unsettled.

I warned her: there’s only one thing she can’t do, and that’s run away. I’ll be a golden retriever for her for the rest of our unnatural lives. I’ll do whatever she wants, whenever she wants. I’ll play nice with Brooks and Marlowe. But she cannot leave. Not in death. Not in capacity.

Kate’s eyes look like frozen tears, like she’s saying goodbye to everything and everyone in one fell swoop. My own pupils widen to take in the sight of her. My nostrils flare to catch her scent. The ears on my hat pick up the frantic beat of her heart and that small, nervous swallow in her pale throat.

Marlowe squeezes Kate’s upper arm too hard, and she curses, turning a dirty look on him. He stares back at her in frenzy and desperation. He isn’t thinking clearly. He’s too relieved to have her back. To be alive. It’s all too much, too fast.

I’m strung taut and anxious, waiting for the big drop.

“You’re always grabbing me,” Kate grumbles at him, and I can’t believe that Marlowe doesn’t get it. That look on her face … You had no issue with him grabbing you before, kitten. Why is it a problem now?

She’s going to run.

Our North is going to run from us.

I work my jaw, feel my blood getting hot. My free hand flexes by my side. I forcibly relax it. I’m casual. Everything is normal. I don’t suspect a thing.

Kate narrows her eyes on Marlowe, the pair of them staring one another down. They’re completely lost in each other, giving me time to work out a plan.

“Damn straight I am. I’m not letting you move out of touching distance for the rest of eternity.” His eyes blaze with anger and passion, a storm caught inside two dark-glass irises.

“Marlowe—” Kate starts, but he shakes his head, dragging her even closer.

“No.” His voice cracks, but he doesn’t let it show on his face. He holds onto this thunder in his words that has Kate shifting uncomfortably at the sound. “What you did, what we did. Those were both mistakes. I’m never allowing you to sacrifice yourself again. Either we do this thing, live this life together, or that’s it. So don’t you dare. If something happens to you, I’ll end it on my side, too.”

“Marlowe!” Kate shouts, jerking her arm away from him.

He doesn’t let go.

“No, Kate.” Marlowe doesn’t just sound mean: he sounds like he’s afraid. “I am Romeo and you are Juliet. I won’t allow our story to end that way.”

Yeah, shit, all three of us know that Kate is up to something terrible.

Because of us.

For us.

And that’s just not acceptable.

“I know what you’re worried about,” Kate whispers, relaxing her expression suddenly. She looks pleadingly into Marlowe’s eyes, and he draws back a bit. Doesn’t relax, but leans away like he didn’t expect this sudden switch in her.

She goes coquettish, leans in, presses her breasts to him. Those strange, bloodied wings drag across the stone behind her. I dig my fingers into the feathers of one, locking on.

“What am I worried about then, Kate?” Marlowe asks, flinching slightly when she puts her hand on the side of his face. He grits his teeth and then snatches her wrist in a tight grip. Kate looks over her shoulder at me, and I’m not sure if she’s aware of Brooks moving up on her left side.

His lips are in a flat, angry line. He shifts his gaze to me briefly, and we stare each other down.

She’s about to run, I sign quietly, and he gives an imperceptible nod.

“You don’t believe that this is a happily ever after …” Kate trails off with a gentle sigh, eyes shifting to the ground. She gives another little laugh, and it’s so melancholy and sad that it breaks my heart.

Don’t get soft on her, Tanner. This kitten has claws, remember? We’ve established that, and she will surprise the shit out of you.

We like to play games with Kate, but if she wasn’t on our level, this coven would’ve ended in bloodshed instead of romance.

“I might not’ve made the deal if I’d known I would’ve had to face up to you guys directly.” She purses her lips, like she’s trying to lighten the mood. It’s working on Marlowe, but Brooks and me? Fuck no. “You are going to be pissed.”

“Pissed?” Marlowe blinks down at her. “Goddamn it, Kate, if you don’t—”

Kate laughs, and the sound stops Lo right in his tracks.

The spirits begin to drift toward the cave opening, drawn in that direction like they’ve been summoned.

My spine prickles with chills.

“I made a deal with the Hag Wytch.” Kate’s face whips up, eyes narrowing in on Marlowe. She looks over at Brooks, like she’s known he was gunning to grab her the entire time. “Basically, I’m taking over her job. That’s it. I’m the new Hag Wytch now.”

Everything goes silent.

I mean, fucking deathly silent.

“Excuse me?” Brooks’ green eyes were never that wide. His face has never been that white. “Oh, you better be prepared to explain yourself, wife.” He grips her arm, but her own anger flares up, surrounded by love and sorrow.

“How about the three of you explain yourselves? You didn’t give me a choice. This is what I want. It’s my turn to choose, to give the orders. You guys go back to the cottage and—”

Spirits rush out of the Pit all at once, a horde of ghosts that twirl together in a diaphanous mass. The orbs gathered in the tunnel shoot past us like a phantom bullet train, joining up with the rest. With Kate held between us, we stumble to the edge of the cave, watching as the undead parade streams through the forest in the direction of the Witch’s Tree.

Huh.

Brooks lifts the corner of his lip in frustration.

“All four of us will go back to the cottage—now.” Brooks drags Kate toward the exit, and the three of us work together to get her down without ever letting go of her. She falls into me, wings folded behind her, our noses brushing as she slides down the front of my body, her boots hitting mine instead of the ground. She stands on my much bigger feet, clutched in my arms.

We look at each other, and I know how mean I look.

Like I’m carved of ice.

Kate is afraid, and she should be.

Because she’s not fucking going anywhere.

“Did you think I was messing around?” I warn her as she wraps her arms around my neck and frowns back at me. “I will chase you to the ends of the universe, Katelynn Poppy.”

“Remember what we talked about before?” she breathes, so quietly that if I didn’t have my hat’s ears, I wouldn’t have been able to hear her. “If I asked you to let me go, would you?”

That’s an easy one for me to answer.

“No.”

Kate lets out a whine of frustration, but that’s too bad. We’re not back in the real world where I have to pretend to be civilized. We’re in the Witchwoods, and I will be as depraved here as I want to be.

“Quickly,” Brooks mumbles, looking up at the train of spirits above our heads like he doesn’t trust them. I take one of Kate’s arms while Brooks confiscates the other. Marlowe borrows my bow from my back.

Together, as one coven, we make our way into the darkness of the forest.
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Brooks

It’s my responsibility to keep our coven safe, not Kate’s. I don’t know what she’s done, and fuck if that doesn’t piss me off to no end. I can’t plan if I don’t know the details. I will get the details—just as soon as we’re in the cottage and she’s tied up to my satisfaction.

If I have to torture the information out of her, I have no problem with that. Let’s see how many hours she can stand being touched without orgasm. She’ll fold like a deck of cards.

“Let go of me.” Kate is struggling between me and Tanner as Marlowe sweeps the woods with his bow. We’re not far from the cottage, but this is still the Witchwoods. We could die as easily from a plant as we could from a gore-bear, and a million monsters in between. Even though Kate said … whatever the hell she said about becoming the Hag Wytch, I’m still on the lookout for that monster owl.

I won’t take any risks. I’ve already fucked up enough as it is.

The only way to redeem myself is to get us out of this mess and back to happily ever after.

The stream of spirits flows above us, diaphanous and ethereal, a ribbon of energy and sorrow. As we walk, we walk beneath it, moans and cries sounding from overhead.

“Run, don’t walk. She eats everything!” The forest spirits aren’t any more chipper than they usually are. I wish fervently for them to shut the hell up. I’m tired of their bullshit. They’re always screaming and yelling, but they do nothing.

“Not a chance in hell,” Tanner growls at Kate, helping me drag our struggling wife through the unforgiving woods. Animals are running away from us. Not entirely unusual. Not until I see a flash-toad shift gears and scramble back in the opposite direction.

Hmm.

“Did you guys hear me? I said that I am now the Hag Wytch. Sunrise is coming. What if I sing, Brooks? Do you understand how serious this is?”

“I don’t care if you’re God himself, you’re not going anywhere.” I keep my grip on her arm, already working my way through a plan. Kate is the Hag Wytch? How the fuck does that make any sense? But she wouldn’t lie to us about that.

Besides, how are the three of us alive right now if not for the will of the divine?

I spent months alone in these woods studying everything there is to know about magic, how it works, what gets things done. To bring three back from the dead? It’ll be a fate worse than death, I can promise you that.

I clench my right fist against the rage I feel. At myself, mostly. Now isn’t the time.

Tears fall from my hat and hit the brim, trailing salt and water through the woods.

“I’ll end up eating you if you don’t let me go!” Kate screams as her hat tries to bite me and Tanner both. Its tongue lashes out, pummeling me and leaving bruises and saliva. Don’t care. Nothing matters except getting Kate someplace safe.

Keeping Kate safe, like I should’ve done in the first place.

“We won’t let you eat us,” I promise her as we come into the clearing with the Witch’s Tree at its center. Marlowe tests it by putting his hand into the hole. Nothing happens which means it’s closed. We succeeded on one front, and fucked ourselves on another.

Wonderful.

Nice to know that my spell was successful. I should’ve stuck to my guns and never allowed us to come back into these woods.

Kate tears away from me, a feat that should be physically impossible. Tanner looks as stunned as I am, and the pair of us exchange a look. Marlowe keeps himself busy scanning the woods. He’s doing his job, as he should be. It’s me that’s screwing up—again.

I can plan for anything.

I can anticipate anything.

Except for the impossibly strong will of my own wife.

“Katelynn McDowell, get your ass over here.” I point at the ground in front of me, but Kate is backing away, putting herself near that goddamn tree. The spirits are coalescing in the space above us, a whirlpool of melancholy, a tumultuous soup of the undead, gossamer and crystalline. I can barely breathe right now, speaking through clenched teeth.

I cannot believe that we’re standing here right now, that my last words to Kate weren’t my last words at all.

“What the fuck is happening?” Marlowe asks, panting and red-cheeked. His dark eyes move from Kate to us and very quickly back to Kate again. “You let her go?” He puts his bow on his back, like he’s prepping himself to go after her.

“Goddamn it, LISTEN TO ME!” Kate screams, and her hair lifts in a supernatural breeze, orange and black strands wafting around her face as she pants and squeezes her bloodied hands into fists. The brown wings on her back are striped with gold and white and silver, a matching set of colors to the Hag Wytch. But the runes on Kate’s wings? Our coven sigil, stamped over and over and over again. “I made a deal to get you back. I … killed the Hag Wytch. And the only way to kill the Hag Wytch is to become her. The singing and the eating and the … all of it is my burden to bear.”

I see Tanner slip into the trees, taking his shadow with him. He’s going to maneuver his way behind or above Kate, so he can surprise her. She sees him go, but she can’t keep track of all three of us at the same time. She puts her back to the tree and focuses on me and Marlowe.

“And what the fuck did I tell you?” I’m as hysterical as she is, tired of holding myself together when all I want to do is scream. “I don’t care if that’s true. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the four of us staying together, no matter what. Life or death or back home or these woods, I don’t give a shit, Kate.” I take a step toward her, my shadow rising above me, antlered points blending into the boughs. Her horned one bares its fangs back at me.

“Go, go, before she starts the feast!” The forest spirits start throwing sticks and rocks at Kate from above. Marlowe aims his bow at them and fires off a flaming arrow, borrowing my magic like it’s second nature. It feels right for him to do that. My brother-in-arms. A man I trust to protect my wife.

He doesn’t hit any of the forest spirits, but they scatter through the trees, twig-like legs clacking across the wooden limbs as they run.

“Cursed witch gobbles up her coven,” they grumble as they pull back, reluctantly, to the edges of the clearing. They observe us from faces made of leaves and beady, glowing eyes. In hushed anticipation. In palpable fear.

Our Northwoods folds her wings in against her back, stepping forward from the Witch’s Tree at the same time. Tears stream down her face, cutting tracks through the dirt and the blood. Her hands are shaking as she holds them out toward us, palms up. Pleading. Kate is pleading.

She is painfully beautiful, bright-orange and night-black hair swirling around her face. Big, dark hat with a wilting cone and white fangs on the brim. Breasts bare and high and proud. Nipples pebbled. Black leather pants clinging to generous hips. Parted, panting pink lips and eyes like priceless coins.

I wish I could give in. I do. But I can’t.

“Why don’t you guys ever listen? I don’t want to hurt you. That’s the worst thing that could ever happen to me. Don’t you care at all about my wants, Brooks?”

A breeze cuts through the woods, causing the foliage to dance. Things creak. In the distance, there’s a shriek and a cry. Hunting. Eating. Dying. Mating. All of it happening around us as we stand here exposed, unprepared for a fight and rapidly losing time.

“We shouldn’t always get what we want, Kate, not if it isn’t good for us. I’ll make the decisions for this coven. I’ll make all the hard choices so you don’t have to.” I’m struggling to keep my voice even.

Kate is right about one thing though: it’s almost sunrise. We should be back in the cottage already. If she’s telling the truth, we need to lock her up somewhere until I can strategize our way out of this mess.

A cloud of spirits perfumes the air like fog. Logically, I know that my sister and my mentor are both in there somewhere, but as much as I love Sharyn, as much as I respect my mentor, Kate has to come first. We’re already riding the coattails of the impossible by standing here together, and I can’t let this situation unravel any further.

“Come here, and we’ll figure it out. We’ll lock you downstairs. There’s a vault, like a safe room, in case the cottage was ever breached.” I take another step toward Kate, not bothering to hide my approach, purposefully snapping a twig underfoot to distract her.

Marlowe creeps in from Kate’s right, and Tanner is nowhere to be seen or heard. Good. Get her, Tanner. Grab her before she runs.

The forest goes still, like time has stopped. Only the breeze still blows, ruffling my hair against my forehead. Wrinkling the brim of my hat. Stealing away the tears that my hat sheds without my consent.

“Ooooooh!” The forest spirits begin to dance, like they’re rejoicing.

The lucent mist of the dead dribbles downward like rain, balls of pale blue and ash gray and snow-white light swooping in toward the hole in the Witch’s Tree. First one and then ten, fifty, hundreds. The spirits surge like they did before, rushing the tree in a wave, pushing into the hole and stretching it like an assault.

The old tree groans and grumbles. The wood snaps and creaks and splinters as the ghosts shove at the invisible gate until the lock we created with our spell shatters. Like a bone snapping in a metal trap, the tree breaks at a spot just above Kate’s head and begins to fall—directly on top of her.

Marlowe rushes forward and grabs her, dragging her out of the way of the enormous trunk. I barely get out of the way myself, kicking up mud and rolling to avoid the gargantuan crash as the Witch’s Tree takes out others in the nearby vicinity, hundreds of feet tall and large enough to shake the earth.

The woods are screaming, plants and animals alike, as the tree lands with a deafening whump and crushes everything in its path. I’m struggling to get to my feet with the rumbling and the cloud of leaves and dirt and debris that explodes out in a violent wave, striking my skin and puncturing one of the eyes on my hat. It hurts like hell, but I can live without it for now.

Tanner must be okay, or we’d feel it. I knew the very second that Kate died, this energy that nearly broke my spirit. A worse pain than stabbing myself in the heart. Much worse.

Infinite and irreparable.

Fuck your feelings, Brooks. Later. I’ll deal with all that emotion later.

“Lo!” I call out, and he answers with a whistle, like he’s out of breath but okay. I make my way over to him as quickly as I can, finding him with his arm around Kate’s shoulders, the pair of them staring at the stump that used to be a skyscraper of wood and green needles.

Spirits continue to funnel into the broken trunk, fleeing the Witchwoods for our world. The gate isn’t just open now—the entire fence is coming down. The forest begins to shift and change, small trees joining the landscape of behemoth trunks, like two overlapping paintings. The mundane alongside the magical.

Dust floats in the air with the fog as the spirits moan their way into the tree’s opening and something else cracks, like an egg made out of glass. It shatters and pings and there’s this hot shimmer on my skin that Marlowe and I both shield Kate from.

The glowing orbs slow their frantic fleeing, bobbing gently in the air with a collective sigh. The forest spirits are whispering excitedly, and in the distance, there’s the hum of a car. Yellow police tape, torn and flapping in the wind. A red soda can with a white logo on the ground. A glowing Witchwoods vulture landing on a nearby branch to survey the carnage beneath the fallen tree.

A person with a phone in her hand staring back at us, mouth agape.

Well, I’ll be damned: I can see both worlds at once.

The woman starts to scream before turning and fleeing the scene. Her footsteps pound through the chaos as she runs the length of the fallen tree trunk. Something furry and fanged grabs her a few seconds later, dragging her into the dark of the woods. Not my problem. But this … this is definitely my problem.

The gate no longer exists.

Earth and hell are now one.

And yet, that still isn’t my biggest problem.

My wife is an immortal forest god and I can’t stop the sunrise.

I can’t stop the song.
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“What’s happening?” Kate whispers as I wrap my fingers around her arm, more concerned with her than I am with whatever’s going on around us. It’s significant, I’ll give you that, but it still matters less than she does.

My eyes stay on her while the ones on my hat that aren’t oozing blood assess the situation. Tanner, somewhere in the woods to the north of us, is moving quickly in our direction. Marlowe hums for him, and he responds, indicating that he’s on his way and that we should stay put.

“What does that mean?” Kate asks, looking up at me in desperation. She’s still going to try and flee, but she won’t do that until Tanner comes back. She wants to make sure the three of us are together. “Tanner’s hum, it clearly means something. Your expression changed when you heard it.”

“He’s coming.” I look down at her and arch a brow. “And not the sexy sort of coming. He’ll be here in a minute.”

Kate’s expression shifts, the wings on her feathers ruffling.

“Not a good time for dirty humor,” she grumps, but she reaches up a hand and places it over mine, squeezing. I’m so in love with this woman. I would kill myself an infinite number of times to keep her safe. I don’t doubt the same is true for Tanner and Marlowe. Our Westwoods crowds close to her right side, his arm slipping from her shoulders to the curve of her waist and giving Kate goose bumps in the process.

“If we can’t make sex jokes in the face of death, when will we ever get the chance?” Marlowe asks dryly, dark eyes searching the forest. He knows as well as I do that animals died while being crushed under this tree. And if there’s blood and gore—which even I can smell—then the carrion eaters will come.

There are a lot of carrion eaters in the Witchwoods that will switch to live prey if given the chance.

We are live prey.

“Explain the bargain you made,” I demand, turning back to Kate. She’s biting her lip, eyes darting this way and that, waiting impatiently for Tanner. “Quickly, North. For you to become the Hag Wytch, it must mean this is a curse. A curse is the only sort of magic that two witches from separate covens can cast with each other. Tell me what your agreement entailed.”

“I told you: I am the new Hag Wytch. I’ll try to hunt you, eat you, kill you, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Whatever it is that you’re thinking of doing, you have to let me go for now. My song is going to put you to sleep.”

She gestures at her throat, turning to Marlowe and grabbing the side of his face. He stops her with his hand on her wrist, their faces pressed close.

“How do you pass on the curse?” he asks, which is a great question. If this can be given from one person to another, we’ll find someone else to take the fall. If there’s no way to get rid of the Hag Wytch, we can at least foist that responsibility off of Kate and onto another person. Anyone at all. First person I see.

I should’ve grabbed the one with the phone.

But there’ll be more people. Billions of them. We’re home now, aren’t we?

It’s subtle in this particular spot, but only because we’re inside the park. If we walk just a ways that way, I imagine we’ll see houses alongside bioluminescent Witchwoods fungi. Cars beside ferns that are bigger than they are, growing from the middle of the street.

The Witchwoods has finished its ooze, and it owns everything. Both worlds.

Kate takes a while to answer, the wind stirring her hair.

“I … don’t know.”

Marlowe huffs in frustration, but I am perfectly calm.

There’s a way to save Kate. I’ll find it. I’ll figure it out.

Tanner appears near the stump, skirting around it as he makes his way toward us. His wolf ears are working overtime, taking in the myriad sounds as he assesses the threat level.

High. Very high. Catastrophic.

Kate tries to pull away to get to him, but neither Lo nor I will let her go. She reaches for Tanner, and he comes to her, folding his body around hers and holding her close. Above her head, he watches me and Lo.

Keep your eyes on this crafty woman, his expression says. Lo curls his lip. I nod.

“Stop fuckin’ runnin’ from me, kitten,” he grinds out through clenched teeth, clutching at Kate’s naked back with witch claws. She bleeds and then … she heals. Instantly. I narrow all seven of my remaining eyes.

“The gate is down, isn’t it?” Marlowe asks aloud, putting it to words before anyone else can. “But who cares? That doesn’t change anything. We still need to get Kate back to the cottage.”

“If the gate is down, then my friends—” Kate pauses, like she’s choking on something. Her hand goes to her throat, and she closes her eyes. “Yeah, okay, let’s go back to the cottage.”

Tanner lifts Kate up and throws her over his shoulder, and the weirdest part is that she doesn’t fight it at all. She lets him carry her back to the cottage. Is silent while we open the door and move into the foyer. Is calm and docile and tame as we set her down in a pool of blood on the living room floor at the bottom of the stairs.

I’m waiting for her rebellion. I’m ready.

“Where is this supposed vault?” she asks as I push my hat brim up and out of my way. Blood and white fluid oozes over the edge from my ruined hat-eye.

“There isn’t one. I lied to get you in here. If the cottage is ever breached, the only place to go is out through the sump.” I nod at Tanner, who’s already got a coil of spelled rope in his hand. He tosses it over Kate and she gasps in outrage as Marlowe helps him truss her up.

Said I liked a challenge though, didn’t I?

Kate stretches her arms and snaps the rope, yanking a charm from her hat in the same breath. She’s now faster, stronger, than all three of us combined. Hag Wytch. She crushes the glass bottle in her fist as she turns to me, blowing red powder in my face.

Déjà vu strikes me alongside an equal mixture of pride and rage.

My mentor trained me well. I trained Kate well. I am going to throttle this girl.

She’s looking directly at me, reading into the scream that I’ve been holding back for years. The one that’s chained to the tip of my tongue, never to be set free. WHY, KATE?!

My body crumples to the ground in the very same spot that I died not all that long ago.

Kate besting me only makes me want to try harder, so I will. As soon as I wake up from this spell, I’m going to chase her down. I’m going to spank that pearly white ass until it’s red and stinging. And then I’m going to fuck her until orgasms are their own form of torture.

I’m a man of my word, after all.
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Tanner

I don’t give a shit about the Witchwoods or the human world or anything but Kate. Keeping her with me is the only priority I have. The entire universe could split in half, and I wouldn’t let myself lose focus.

I only care about what Kate is doing.

She hits Brooks with a sleeping spell first, Marlowe second. If I can keep her here for a few minutes, they’ll wake up. Coven magic isn’t particularly effective on its own members without consent.

I shove my iron mask up and over my mouth and nose before the powder hits, lifting my other arm to block it as I squeeze my eyes shut. I use my magic to cleanse the air, wait a few seconds, and then carefully crack my gaze. Kate seems unsure, like she doesn’t know if the charm will work.

We just look at each other.

I drag the mask down slowly and flash her a feral smile in warning.

“I don’t care if you threaten to bite my dick off. I can’t let you go, Kate.” I take a step toward her and she takes one back. She was able to pull away from me and Brooks before, so I know she’s now physically capable of kicking my ass. But she’s inexperienced. Skill should still stack the odds in my favor.

“Can you imagine it? Me eating your spirits? All three of you trapped inside of me?” Kate continues to back up, tears falling freely as she finally lets her emotions out.

She’s completely broken. Completely and utterly broken.

She sweeps her wings forward, like she’s hugging herself in feathers.

I shift forward and slide my foot onto her wingtip, leaning my weight forward and pinning her in place without her noticing.

“We will be trapped inside of you—just not like that. Come here.” I mean business.

“Damn it, Tanner! This isn’t the win you think it is!”

“Oh?” I raise my pierced brow, panting in anticipation of the hunt. Kate is the most important quarry I’ve ever tracked. “When you run, it only makes it more exciting to catch you.”

She spins suddenly, knocking me off-balance as she drags her wing out from beneath my foot. Feathers tear, and Kate cries out as she leaves them behind in her haste to get away, scrambling up the staircase.

I tackle her from behind, knowing that I might hurt her but understanding that a skinned knee or bruised palms is better than the alternative. Kate is the Hag Wytch? What the fuck does that mean? I’m struggling to understand what’s going on even as I’m also struggling to hold her in place.

She howls at me, like a wild animal, pure outrage and frustration.

Kate heaves up to her hands and knees, shocking the hell out of me when she manages to force me up with her. Yep. Forest god strength. I love being right. Goddamn it.

“Get off of me!” Kate screams, her voice echoing around the cottage. Her shout mixes with the sound of something big eating just outside our front door. Not a great sign. We struggle together, slipping in the blood that coats the floor.

I’m less careful about kicking Brooks or Marlowe in the scuffle than she is; they’ll live. My wife is such a sweet, gentle soul that she pays too much attention to whether she’s hurting them or not. I’ll take an advantage where I can get it.

“You stubborn beast of a man!” she shrieks, stumbling backwards and away from the staircase.

Our eyes meet again, dead bees and crushed skulls and powdered flowers under our boots.

“I ask for one thing, and you won’t give it to me?” I retort, trying to keep her still long enough to figure out a plan. With my coven all around me, with this sacrificial blood on the floor, what can’t I do? “Stop running.”

I swing my finger around and bring several of the taxidermied animals on the wall to life. Crows and owls (poor choice, maybe) and cats and bats. They come at her in a cloud of feathers and fur that she swats away with her powerful wings, like they’re an annoyance and nothing more. Inanimate bodies clatter to the floor.

Gives me the few seconds I need to run at her.

Kate is ready, grabbing me by the arms and chucking me as hard as she can into the wall. Ahhh, fuck. I’m momentarily stunned by the hit, the breath knocked out of me. No broken bones, but I’ll be bruised later for sure.

Damn.

Yep, my kitten has claws.

“I love you, and I’m sorry,” she whispers, backing up toward the staircase again. Tears stream down her face and drip off her beautiful chin as I struggle to find my feet. “I love you so much, Tanner. I love you enough to make hard choices.”

Kate turns and pounds up the stairs, leaving bloody boot prints on the steps.

I’m right behind her, chasing her through the darkness of the Witchwoods while the forest spirits peer down at us from the branches.

“Oh, look at the East hunt! Look at the North run!”

We pass by the ruined Witch’s Tree and Kate snatches one of the brooms we left behind. She leaps onto it and takes off, her horned shadow dragging her up through the trees.

I grab another, letting my split-tailed demon shadow haul me into the dark canopy. I’m hot on her trail. I can hear the beat of her heart. I can smell her.

She isn’t going anywhere.

If it’s a chase Kate wants, then I’ll make sure to give it to her.
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My renegade North abandons her broom near the street.

I can see the sidewalk now, rolling and cracking over the roots of giant sequoias. Witchwoods plants and animals litter the neighborhood, occupying roads and porches and roofs. The storybook Victorian houses across from the park have trees as big or bigger than them inside their yards, the thick canopy overhead blocking much of the creeping fog-dipped daylight.

For whatever reason, Kate continues to flee on foot. I gain on her quick, closing the space between us with long strides. She turns toward me suddenly, putting her boot in the center of my chest and kicking me into a white picket fence, turning it to splinters.

I rub my jaw as I climb to my feet, impressed with her tenacity. Didn’t think she had it in her.

Spirit orbs float above us, colorful and bright and joyous. One of them lands on the sidewalk nearby, morphing into the white shape of a ghost with no eyes. I can feel her watching us.

“You can’t kill a forest god, Tanner,” Kate declares, throwing her wings forward and sending me sprawling again. I’m up in a second, and then I’m on her, putting her on her back.

We lock our hands in a grapple, and I growl as I shove her wrists into the soft earth. A woman wearing a headlamp and walking a dog is screaming beside us. Can’t blame her. There’s a flash-toad about a half-block away. The lady has the common sense to run and take her puppy with her.

All around us, the worlds twist together like brambles. The veil drops. And still, none of that matters.

Kate is yelling at me, but with as hard as I’m having to fight to keep her down, I can’t pay much attention to what she’s saying. My only focus is holding her here long enough for Brooks and Marlowe to catch up.

Sweat drips from my nose and hits Kate’s dewy forehead. Her teeth are gritted, her pupils dilated from the adrenaline rush. Her eyes though? They’re slitted and glaring, piercing holes right through me.

It’s vaguely sexual, this fight, our half-naked bodies rubbing together. Tendons and muscles and veins and groans. We’re pressed as tight as we can get, and I bring us closer by biting onto her shoulder.

That almost does it. I feel Kate soften underneath me. She spreads her legs, grinds her pussy against me. Pleasure shoots up the length of my spine and turns my brain to mush.

Nope. It’s a trick. Damn it, Tanner.

I’m as gullible as Marlowe.

With a grunt, Kate tears her hands from my grip and shoves me off. I stumble into the side of a parked car, denting it. A massive slug is already draped halfway over the hood. It tries to slime me as I tear a small glass jar of salt from my hat, smashing it into the creature’s side. The car alarm goes off, and a purple Witchwoods badger attacks one of the front tires in response.

There’s a look of intense concentration on Kate’s face, but she doesn’t move when I rush her again. Instead, she waits until I’m in touching distance, and then she throws her wings down and launches herself up at the same time.

I leap for her ankle, but she’s gone before I can grab her, and I’m cursing my ass off … until I remember the broom.

You are in so much fucking trouble, kitten.
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Kate

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

I’m cursing inside my head, unwilling to make a single noise that might draw Tanner to me. He just isn’t getting it. I might be okay right now, but I can already feel it, this insatiable hunger in my belly that tightens with each second that passes.

I land on the ground beside the Witch’s Tree stump and debate my options.

First, find my friends. Escort them to the cottage. Get Tanner back inside. Run outside and let the song out? If I couldn’t get him with a sleeping charm, I can definitely get him with my song. Clearly, the cottage walls are incapable of keeping out the Hag Wytch’s eerie tunes.

The lullaby is stuck in my throat and my sinuses are hot and scratchy, like I have the flu. Rather than losing my voice, it feels like only the song could pass through that tight constriction. It’s hard to breathe, but I’m not sure that matters. I don’t think I’d die if I were starved of oxygen.

I think I’m … immortal.

What have I done? Immortality is loneliness, pure and simple. I made that choice willingly to save my coven, but the consequences are so damn heavy.

A ghost appears from the shadows of the trees, and even without eyes, I feel like I recognize her. She seems familiar somehow. When the girl lifts her hands up and signs something to me, I realize that she might be Brooks’ sister.

She repeats the movements of her pale hands several times, but when I don’t respond, she turns away. Sharyn McDowell’s ghost skips eerily into the trees until she disappears. Everything is cold and still and creepy, the Witchwoods bleeding out across the world.

The men will figure out a way to fix this breach. I know they will. They have to fix it, so that I can be separated from them, so that I don’t end up eating them. They’re going to lose a whole month just from this one song, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Repairing the gate is the only way we can—

I clutch at my throat and fall to my knees, eyes watering, the tongue of my hat frantically trying to lick my face. I recall everything Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe said to me before they died, how they wanted me to live on and be happy.

And here I am, wishing the same for them, using the Witch’s Tree to get back to my feet as pain rolls through me in violent waves.

I can’t sing yet, not while Tanner and my friends are unprotected. I can’t let them fall asleep outside where I can eat them. No! What about Flick and Stix and Ebon? What about my siblings? I don’t care if I eat the rest of the world, but I can’t—

There are footsteps behind me, and I whirl, spotting Georgia and her coven. They’re all wearing silk bathrobes, barely fastened around their naked middles. I see a lot of thigh and belly in the spaces between. A lot of blood, too.

Oh, Georgia, you liar. You only took the sex out. Your magic is just as dark as Brooks’.

“Kate, what the hell is going on?” Georgia asks, easing toward me. Talia is gaping from behind her, wearing the little white top hat with the dried flowers and the veil. She has a wooden wand in her left hand. Tacy looks like she might be close to a nervous breakdown. Fernanda is wide-eyed with both horror and wonder at our new situation. They could’ve been crushed by the tree. I almost killed them.

I’m going to eat them.

“Run!” I scream, throwing my arm out in the direction of the cottage. It’s the most difficult thing I’ve ever done, yell that word and hold back that song. “Now! Go!”

Georgia peers at me like she’s considering whether to listen or argue.

“You heard the lady.” It’s a rough growl from nearby. Tanner.

He swings down on his broom, hitting the ground directly in front of my feet.

It’s so sudden that I just barely have time to stumble back a half-step before he grabs my arm and drags me close. He holds the handle of the broom in his other hand, the bristles pointed upward, like he came at me in a dive before he hopped off.

Shit.

He misunderstands how hard I’ll fight for somebody I love—even if that means fighting him. I am not letting him hurt himself. This is a battle for his life.

“Go to the cottage and stay inside,” Tanner instructs, but Georgia still hesitates. She doesn’t take orders from anyone.

“If you don’t, your entire coven is dead,” I add, staring into the eyes of my soulmate.

God, I can’t believe I fell in love with this monster at first sight. I can’t believe he’s so bullheaded. I can’t believe how much I love him, how much I want to be caught by him. Chills.

But hey, Brooks was right: we shouldn’t always get what we want if it isn’t good for us.

“Is he trying to hurt you?” Georgia clarifies, moving forward and raising her own wand.

If I asked for her help, she’d fight Tanner for me. All of my girls would. Talia, too.

“Please, Georgia. Don’t be a stubborn Southwoods today.” I shift and Tanner shifts with me, the pair of us turning in a circle, his arm around my waist, our feet digging into the damp earth. It feels like we’re dancing a violent tango.

What an absolute clusterfuck this is.

His eyes are pure silver right now. Not even a hint of blue. His double tails sway behind him, and his hat ears are pressed flat to the brim. He’s baring witch fangs at me, panting and sweating and covered in blood and beautiful.

I love that he’s fighting for me, but I won’t stop fighting for him either.

“Do you even have a plan?” I growl, and he curls his lip back at me.

“We make plans as we go, you know that.” He shoves his leg forward, putting his knee up against my crotch. Like I did to him earlier, he taunts me by rubbing himself against my pussy, lighting up my body with distractions.

“Oh yeah? A plan to block the Hag Wytch’s lullaby, something you guys obviously struggled with in the past? Don’t tell me that Brooks never tried.” I grit my teeth and shove at Tanner, but he won’t go. Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn. Ugh.

“Don’t worry so much about the lullaby. Coven magic isn’t very effective on its own members.” He laughs, that husky, throaty sound I love so much. I’m covered in goose bumps and soaking the crotch of my leather pants for him. “Brooks and Marlowe will be here any second, and then you’re in deep shit and you know it.”

“Are you guys having sex or fighting?” Georgia murmurs, still unsure if she should step in or follow my directions.

“Sex,” Tanner replies easily, shoving my back into a tree and lifting my wrists above my head with a single hand. He puts our bodies flush against one another, ignoring my hat as it tries to lick him to death. Chase and catch. Hunt and find. Fuck and keep. The taste of his emotions is distracting, so I send my hat a silent order to stop. “Definitely sex. Bet the boys and I could fuck the Hag Wytch right outta you.”

“Hag Wytch?” Georgia repeats, like she’s noticing my wings for the first time. “What is even happening? Was your coven trying to seal the gate or tear it down? How do we fix this?”

“Cottage!” Tanner and I yell the word at the same time. He kisses my neck. He bites me. He is all over me, and I’m struggling to fight him off because all I want to do is hold him close.

He died for me. He was dead. They were all dead.

Georgia finally relents, leading her girls into the woods while casting me an odd look over her shoulder. She’ll go, but she’s pissed. Doesn’t matter. I … I might never see her again. I want to tell her and Fernanda and Tacy how much I love them, but I can’t. If I start spouting mushy things, she’ll know and she won’t leave.

“You should be obeying the same order!” I shout at Tanner, dragging one hand free of his grip and slamming my palm into his stomach. He swings the broom down and locks it behind my back. We both curse at the impact, but ultimately, we don’t move either. “Tanner, you have to fix this, so I don’t eat the world.”

I risk throwing an arm out, gesturing at the colossal tree that’s crashed down into the McKay Community Forest.

“The world can fucking burn,” he purrs, leaning down toward me. His body is hot, and I want nothing more than for him to ravage me on the forest floor. It’s my greatest, most selfish need. I want it so bad and yet … I’ve accepted that it’s never going to happen again. Never. “The only thing that I care about is you. Us, the four of us, we could survive together anywhere.”

That’s what almost gets me, his words.

Tanner tightens his grip on the broom, pulling me hard against him.

“I might eat you,” I whisper, eyes wide. I shouldn’t let him get to me, but I do, if only for a minute. I remember accusing them of being selfish, ruining my life to save all of theirs. I told these men that I would never know how I’d react until I was in that situation myself.

Here I am, and I know. I know. But it’s still hard.

“No,” Tanner tells me slowly, gently. Firmly. A resolution. His lip curves up on one side in a half-smile. “You won’t. You’re not going anywhere, Katelynn. You can escape as many times as you want, but I’ll just keep catching you.”

I put my hands on either side of his face, even though I know I shouldn’t. He feels too good, and when he looks at me, I know I’m weak. I want to give in, let him hold me here and hope beyond all possible hell that he can get me out of this mess.

But then the hunger hits, and I’m looking at Tanner and seeing his pulse hum beneath his neck. Wondering what his meat might taste like, if his bones have buttery marrow. Hoping that his flesh will fill the well of emptiness inside my chest.

I force my eyes to his.

“We need a barrier between us. A gate.” I stare him down, certain that this curse is a sort of hell. I’m losing control of my emotions quickly, free will being sapped away. Feathers sprout from my arms as we stand there, and Tanner’s gaze tracks down to them. “You can’t beat a god, Tanner.”

“I’m not trying to beat a god, Kate. I’m in love with a god. If you try to eat me, we’ll figure it out. Curses can be broken. We’ll break this one, too.”

He can’t know that. He’s risking a fate far worse than death. Not only will I—as the new Hag Wytch—end up eating his body, but also eating his soul. I could lock all three of the men I love into a seemingly eternal curse. God only knows how long the previous Hag served her role before giving it to me. She’s lucky to be dead.

Death is the thing she wanted most in the world, and so we both got our wishes.

I wanted my men to be alive again, and she wanted to die. That’s how the curse works. Enormous power in exchange for enormous sacrifice. The Hag Wytch finally found someone desperate enough to take that deal.

What a clever witch she was.

“I can’t guarantee that the three of you will be okay if we try that route. But if I run from you, block myself off in the Witchwoods, then yes, the three of you will be safe. Why wouldn’t I choose that path? You need to fix the gate, spare me from eating the world.” I’m resolute.

My words don’t waver, but Tanner laughs at me, his lips grazing mine.

“You want guarantees, Kate? You are guaranteed to suffer if we do what you say. Why wouldn’t I risk everything for a future where you might be happy versus one where you never will?” He kisses me, and then just as quickly drops down and takes the broom with him. He yanks the handle forward, hitting me in the back of the legs and knocking me to my ass.

I was about two seconds away from throwing my wings at him and trying to take off again. Somehow, it feels like he knows that.

He shoves me down to the dirt, pinning my wrists to the ground and trapping my wings underneath me. His cock is hard and hot, pressing against me as he leans in. I’m panting as I stare back at him. He can probably tell how much I want this, but … then I’m panting for a different reason, gazing at his throat and realizing it’s close enough to sink my teeth into.

More feathers have sprouted from my arms.

My stomach grumbles with a painful hunger. I am starving and Tanner looks especially delicious.

That’s enough to get my ass moving. I shove up at him with both hands, using my growing strength as the Hag to overpower him. We end up climbing to our feet with our hands locked. I’m getting leverage against him to move around, but for some reason, I can’t get his hands to uncurl from mine.

Because you still don’t want to hurt him.

The only way I’ll be able to escape Tanner is if I break some of his fingers.

The thought is enough to disgust me, and he knows it.

“I’ll fight dirtier than you, Kate. Always. Just don’t.” Tanner is breathing hard as he stares me down, his palms slick against mine. I’m not sure if it’s me that’s sweating. Him. Both of us. His arm muscles strain, and I realize that I’m actually enjoying kicking his ass.

Or … I would under different circumstances.

I’m looking at his eye and fantasizing about plucking it out with my beak. Oh God, no. Tell me I don’t have a beak instead of a nose.

I jerk my arms violently to either side, cracking the fingers of Tanner’s right hand in the process. He grits his teeth at me, but it barely slows him down when he reaches for me again.

The next best choice I have is to sing now, and then hope I have enough time to drag Tanner back to the cottage before I try to eat him.

My head falls back and the urge overwhelms me, notes searing my tongue like poison. My lips part as that haunting lullaby oozes out, a melody in English that I didn’t make up. I’m not sure where the words come from, but they come nonetheless.

Sounds like a spell to me—or a curse.

“Father Earth, take pity on my prayers. Soften the hard edges of my nightmare. If I dream, let them dream with me. If I eat, let them feel no pain. If I suffer, let me suffer alone.” I choke on the lyrics, my lips and tongue and throat moving without my consent. Again. Actually being the Hag isn’t much different than being spelled by the Hag, now is it? “Mother Earth, take solace in my devotion. If I kill them, let them be born again. If they accept my gift, let them have my pain. If I have paid my debt, let me return to the dirt.”

Tanner is holding onto me now, but there’s nothing he can do to stop my song. He tries to cover my mouth with one hand, but I break his wrist when I grab it and he goes pale in the face with pain. Doesn’t mean he lets me go.

“I beg you, Northwoods. I implore you, South. I beg help from the East, and I prostrate to the West.” Tears are streaming down my face as I sing a bastardization of Brooks’ spell. Instead of ‘we’, it’s ‘I’.

Me, calling magic alone instead of alongside my coven.

I hate that.

There’s a mighty appetite inside of me, a mindless glutton trapped beneath the surface of my skin. It’s as if I’m sharing my body with somebody else, and that somebody else is winning.

The curse.

The curse is winning.

That’s why I have to run, why I can’t let the men try to hold onto me.

“I call on the great tree that lives in the North. I bathe in the fiery embers from the south. A terrible wind howls straight from the East, and I summon a tidal wave from the West. Forgive me, spirits of water and earth. Pardon me, phantoms of fire and air.”

I finish the song with a gasp, shoving Tanner back and clutching at my throat. It feels sore, used. I feel used. Dirty. When I swallow, it’s like molten fire sliding down my tongue and burning me.

Animals fall where they stand. Insects in flight drift to the earth like leaves. The forest spirits are huddled in nooks and crannies on the ancient trees, trying to hide so they won’t get eaten.

I’ve sung the world to sleep. How much of it, I don’t know. Just my block? My city? State? Country? Or … everyone.

Everyone except fucking Tanner.

He stands there, swaying but awake, blinking heavily … but awake.

He was right: the spell isn’t as effective on him.

“Nice try, kitten,” he pants, swiping his unbroken hand over his mouth. Crazed. He looks absolutely crazed. “Try harder next time.”

Tanner runs at me, and I grab his broken wrist, shoving his fingers into my mouth and sucking the blood off. My tongue laps at him like a starving animal, and my vision narrows into a single, harsh point. His throat. Soft and warm. Delicious.

My plan was to take him back to the cottage, but we’re out of time. All I can do now is disobey his one and only rule: I’m going to run. Again. If leaving saves their lives, then leaving is what I’m going to do.

My wings spread wide behind me, stretching strange muscles in my back. I throw them down and push up from the ground, soaring into the air like it’s nothing. Just like it was easy to sing, it’s easy to fly, too. I’d say it comes naturally, being the Hag Wytch, but that’s not true at all.

The curse is there, squirming in my soul like a handful of maggots.

It’s about as unnatural as it comes.

I use my wings to lift out of Tanner’s reach, and then I fight my way through thick underbrush and tangles of wild vines in an effort to put some space between us.

Only, I forgot he still has that stupid broom.

I should never have let them fuck me with that damn thing.
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Tanner

It takes Brooks and Marlowe almost nine goddamn hours to catch up with me. Maybe they fell asleep twice? Once from the charms, once from the lullaby. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m exhausted.

I’m also a very determined son of a bitch.

Massive trees obscure the skyline, giving me a warped sense of reality. On the one hand, it looks like I’m still in the Witchwoods. On the other, it’s like I’m back in the regular world. My brain doesn’t like the idea of those two things all mixed up. Nothing to be done about that, so I’m adapting quickly.

I’ve never been so glad that the Hag Wytch has the ability to sing the world to sleep. Kate saved us a lot of trouble. Cars are stopped on the road. A downed airplane sits statically in the blue sky. A silverback wolf pack is curled up in the front yard of the Pink Lady. Two worlds melded. Two worlds asleep.

Three-fourths of a coven awake and ticked off.

Seems like the coven rules supersede the curse rules: I was right about being resistant to Kate’s lullaby. It means we really do have a chance to break this curse.

It’s absurdly quiet. Only the weather is active. Nothing else moves or speaks or shrieks or squawks. It’s easy enough to track Kate with my hat’s ears. Easier still to track Brooks and Marlowe.

“Took you long enough, holy shit.” I turn around, standing on the roof of a car with house-sized glowing mushrooms all around me.

Brooks is wearing an eye patch over the ruined eye on his hat. His own eyes are red-veined and heavy-lidded, but his expression is a mirror of my own fractured obsession. He’s armed to the teeth with an arsenal of spell ingredients, fresh charms pinned to his hat, heavy satchels at his hips. Shadow antlers are stuck to either side of his hat’s cone.

Marlowe is … you know, he’s Marlowe. His unbuttoned jacket is slung over his shoulders, the black feathers at the collar catching the breeze off the Pacific Ocean. He’s got those wide, panicked eyes and that permanent scowl etched into his lips. His shadow is checking for Kate underneath nearby cars, in bushes, behind a fence.

With our North this close, it’s actually harder to get a read on her location with our coven bonds. I’ll keep using my ears. My tracking skills. If we have to, a locator spell.

“What the fuck?” Marlowe demands, storming up to me with his hands on his hips. See what I mean? First question out of his mouth, always. He glares up at me with dark eyes and gritted teeth, looking like he wants to kill something. Always frustrating when there isn’t an obvious villain to take that deep-seated rage out on.

The wolf ears on my hat press flat against the brim and my tails sway behind me. I know that when Marlowe asks what the fuck?, what he means is where is Kate?

“Report,” Brooks demands, which is almost a relief. I’m not in this alone. I’m not the only man here that needs Kate more than he needs air in his lungs. My jealousy is all but wiped clean. How can I be jealous when I watched Kate die? When I saw these men give up their lives alongside me to save her? “Just the basics. We can swap stories later.”

I hop down beside Lo as Brooks strides up to stand beside us. Looks moody. I bet he was hell to deal with for the last however many hours. Not sure how long they slept and how long it took them to prep and catch up. We haven’t traveled too far, maybe three miles in total. Kate is moving slowly, trying to outwit me rather than outrun me.

She isn’t going to win either way, but it does mean I’ve had some space to rest and recharge today. Even managed to swing by the house to grab some healing salve for my broken bones. Plenty of time to eat and take a piss. Kate’s making this too easy. Not the most difficult hunt I’ve ever been on, that’s for sure. Brooks and I once took down a pair of gore-bears, risking our lives when we had zero food rations left. That was tougher than this.

Tanner, you’re a filthy liar.

If I let myself think about how truly panicked I am, I won’t get anything done.

Wait until I catch her. Just wait. She’s the one that asked for this, to see what it looks like when I take my own leash off and let loose.

I turn and point at the Carson Mansion, that ol’ green Victorian house by the bay that Kate idolizes so much. It’s interesting that she came here, just like the previous Hag. I can’t decide if this means Kate is fucking with me or if the curse has taken over. Not that it changes anything.

The mansion looks eerie with the mega-sized trees surrounding it, like a dollhouse. There are people inside, passed out on the floor, slumped over the tables. I haven’t come across a single soul that wasn’t sleeping. I’m convinced this isn’t a local thing. Nah, it’s a global problem.

It’s a dual world problem.

Not that I care. I’d live here with the boys and Kate forever if it meant being together. Kind of peaceful. I might like it if Kate wasn’t testing my goddamn patience.

“Been on Kate’s heels for the last thirty minutes. She went into the house, came back out. Went in again. She’s hiding from me somewhere, but I’m not convinced she’s inside at the moment. I’m guessing that she snuck out a window and found a spot back here.” We’re standing in the parking lot behind the mansion, and the only sound is that of the water lapping against the shore.

“She must really love that hide-and-go-fuck game,” Marlowe grumbles out, taking off his hat so he can mess up his hair with frantic rakes of his fingers. He tosses it back on, butterflies and bees falling off the edges of the brim and tumbling into the grass. Even the creatures that sprout from his hat are asleep. He cups his hands around his mouth. “When I find you, Katelynn, you’ll finally get the answer to that age-old question: which one of us really is the worst.”

My skin ripples with goose bumps, and I tease the edge of my mouth with a too-long tongue.

He isn’t wrong.

I’m willing to tie for first place in this game. Marlowe glances over at me, and the mood gets dark. It’s not that we’re attracted to each other, but he’s fun to play off of. Brooks, too. We’re as compatible sexually as three straight men could possibly be.

“Any clue where we should start?” Brooks murmurs, and I smile tightly. See? He’s not so bad. Brooks knows when to ask for advice. His red and black hair is stuck to his forehead with dried blood, and he looks absolutely dreadful.

“If we can get someone up in the air, I’ll flush her out.” I lift up my broom and swing it over to smack against the wooden handle of Marlowe’s. I appreciate the pair of them taking the time to collect two of the other brooms before joining me. The fourth is … yeah, probably still in the spot where Kate died. It can stay there forever for all I give a shit. We’ll consecrate a new one later. “Watch and wait.”

I unhook a deer hide from my belt. When I stopped by the house earlier, I made a few, quick modifications to it, and now I’ve got a falconry hood big enough to fit the Hag Wytch. Heh. A falconry hood big enough to fit my wife. Not your typical hood since it’ll cover her beak, too, but close enough. Last thing we need is to get bitten.

I show it to my boys, draping it over my arm to sign out the rest of what I need to say. Don’t trust Kate not to be listening in.

“She was changing when I last saw her. Sprouting feathers. Trying to eat me. Could be that she’s not fully in control of herself anymore. We’ll put this over her head if that’s the case. If the Hag Wytch is anything like a real bird, losing her sight should give us a distinct advantage.”

Lo’s hat sprouts moss and shiny aubergine berries that might be belladonna. He nods as he scrubs his hand over his mouth to stifle a pissy yawn. I’ve never seen him so cold and angry. And that’s a lot coming from me, considering I ruined his life and nearly beat him to death.

“OK,” he signs back, making the shape of the two letters with his right hand.

Brooks blinks the remaining eyes on his hat, all of them bloodshot to match his own.

“Good work,” he says to me, and as tired as he is, the compliment is genuine. He turns to Marlowe and gives a slight nod of his head, pointing up at the dense foliage of Witchwoods trees above our heads. They seem to have taken root in all the empty spaces. I haven’t seen any speared through buildings, but nothing is an impossibility at this point.

“Yes, sir,” Marlowe drawls lazily, but only because he didn’t have to hear those words the way I did, with the Hag Wytch throwing them back in Kate’s face. Definitely a story I don’t need to tell yet.

“Guide me, East,” Brooks grouches, the edges of his control slipping slightly.

I’ve seen him at his worst, lost in the wilds of the Witchwoods and choking me to death. Setting me on fire. I’m okay with tying for first place, but it’s possible that Brooks could win the award for biggest bastard in this fucked-up coven of ours.

“Sure thing, South.” I lead him around the house as Marlowe mounts his broom. I’m in search of open windows, my ears pricked for any aberrant sound. Brooks starts talking, but that’s fine by me. If Kate gets the idea that I can’t hear her as well over Brooks’ bitching, well, she’d be sorely mistaken and she’d also be caught.

“Really, Katelynn? You’re wasting our time like this?” Brooks kicks a deer skull across the ground, shattering the bone to dust. Huh. Yeah, he isn’t just upset, he’s so wildly furious that he’s letting his stoicism slip. “Do you want to be a man-eating owl forever? Why am I here when I should be writing the spell that’ll break your curse?”

My wolf ears shift in separate directions, sweeping the house and the yard around it.

I know that Kate came into this parking lot, but she could’ve slipped away when I first spotted Brooks and Marlowe. Still outside though? Or back in the house? I should be able to hear her heart beating or her feet scuffing against the ground, so where the hell is she? Did she use a spell of silence on herself?

It’s possible.

Kate is almost as headstrong as I am.

“You betrayed your coven, North,” Brooks says finally, like he means it. He doesn’t. “I should strap you to a stake and fuck you in the flames as punishment.”

I pause. My right hat-ear twitches. There. A very slight exhale. Kate is somewhere in the house and holding perfectly still. Keeping her heart rate slow. That breath was an involuntary response to Brooks’ words.

“Second story,” I sign, and Brooks signals his understanding with a rapid blink of the eyes on his hat. He moves to the right while I head left; Marlowe continues to circle lazily around the mansion on his broom, shedding black rose petals as he goes.

There’s a tree beside the house, one with branches that would make it easy to climb. I notice a bit of the bark has flaked off beneath the lowest one.

A smile taints my lips.

I hum and Brooks hums back. We’re used to hunting without talking. Nothing new here.

He heads for the front door while I climb up the tree, scaling it within seconds and hopping into a small, octagonal room with burgundy carpet. There’s a man draped over a desk, his broken phone on the floor beside him.

I don’t make a single sound as I creep out of the room—seems like it’s an office—and into a long hallway with oil paintings covering the walls. Dark wood on the lower half, gold wallpaper on the upper. Dim and dark and musty.

There’s a poisonous spider the size of a small dog on the floor, also asleep. Yet another delightful gift from the Witchwoods. I step over it, listening for the tiniest creak, the smallest shuffle, the shallowest breath.

I spin and kick the nearest door open, encouraging it to slam into the wall with enough force to crack the plaster. I stride into the room and pause, hands on my hips. There’s only one window in here, and I make sure to never lose sight of it as I scan the space.

Four-poster bed. Little round game table with chairs. Vanity with a mirror. Antique wardrobe.

There’s a couple in the bed, naked and twined in the sheets. Pretty sure they’re still locked together. Witchwoods-induced cock-warming. I hope they enjoy the kink as much as Kate and I do.

Quiet as can be, I sneak up on the wardrobe, grab the handles, and yank them open with a creak of hinges.

Kate’s wide-eyed face peers back at me in horror.

Ah-hah. My hackles raise, my mouth waters, and my cock stiffens with blood and heat.

She screams, but there’s nowhere left to run.

I caught her.

I caught her, and she’s mine.
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“I’m going to fucking devour you.”

I snatch Kate around the waist as she spills from inside in a rush, trying to surprise me by throwing a spell in my face. It puffs out in a pink powder, a cloud of sweet-scented dust. Smells like a lust spell. Kate has no idea what sorts of things we stuck to these damn hats, and it’s cute as hell.

Didn’t need to hit me with that one though: I’m already there, deep in lust and drowning.

I throw her over the table, and she shrieks at me—still more woman than bird which is a relief.

“Tanner, goddamn you!” Kate is flailing and kicking at me, but despite breaking my fingers, she’s still averse to hurting me as badly as she could. What a sweetheart. I don’t deserve her. Kate’s cheek slams into the table’s surface as I pin her arms behind her back, my pelvis pressed to her leather-clad ass. She tries to squeeze me between her wings, but joke’s on her because I like it. “What part of I’m going to eat your intestines if you don’t let me go did you not understand?”

I ignore her, yanking her pants over her ass as she lets out an outraged little gasp. Shoving my own pants down my hips, I slot the dripping head of my cock against her slippery pussy. I’ve always enjoyed a good hunt, but following Kate? Especially when I know she wants me to catch her?

“What did I tell you? I’m single-minded, Kate, and there’s only ever been one rule.” My voice sounds normal enough, maybe even a little husky.

I slap her ass with my free hand, the other locked on her wrists as I keep them pinned to her naked lower back. Kate doesn’t need to know that I’m angry. That I’m worried. All she needs to know is that I love her, that I want her.

“You bastard son of a bitch!” she shouts at me, wiggling and succeeding in little except to rub my crown against her pussy. Even pushing it in an inch or so. We both go still, my balls obliterating my common sense and my brain.

Our shadows are fighting on the bedroom walls, shattering the glass on an old brass lantern. Shredding the blankets on the bed. Knocking pictures off the walls. My shadow subdues her horned one, mounting her while she flails and digs black witch nails into the floor. Ribbons of wood are clawed up, leaving deep gouges.

“A quick fuck will ground you a little,” I tell Kate, just a touch patronizing. “Don’t even pretend you didn’t miss me.” I let out a little whistle to let Brooks and Marlowe know that I found her. That I caught her. “Clever though, hiding in that wardrobe like you’re returning from Narnia.”

“Heading into Narnia, more like,” Kate murmurs, voice muffled from the way her cheek is pressed to the table. “Tanner, the gate—”

Not sure what she’s going to say. I don’t let her talk. I shove my hips forward, piercing Kate’s tight cunt despite her attempts at squeezing her legs together. My pelvis slams into her ass, and she makes a whimpering sound that has me devolving into an animal.

She fights me at first, even as I’m fucking her. The world is silent and sleepy, so the primal crack of flesh on flesh is loud. Kate is so wet that there’s a sucking sound with each push of my body into hers, my pre-cum and her arousal churning together.

Her hat is twisted around, the mouth of it opening, a long tongue sliding out. It whips back and licks a bead of sweat from my face as Kate groans, releasing the tension in her locked thighs. She can’t spread her legs, the leather of her pants caught just above her knees, but she relaxes for me, welcoming my cock in that last half an inch until I’m bottomed out.

It’s all a farce. Next time she sends her hat’s tongue for me, it wraps around my neck and starts to squeeze.

“Harder, Kate. Walk that dark line with me. Be as dirty and depraved as you want, honey. You know I love it.” My words are cut off as she tightens the wet, hot grip of that tongue around my throat. My vision blurs, but I don’t stop fucking. Nothing short of death will get me to stop, and Kate won’t go there.

She loves me too much.

The pressure on my neck ratchets up and then releases suddenly as Kate sobs.

“Tanner.” She’s crying, but she’s moaning too, rubbing her ass against me as that demonic tongue disappears inside the black leather of her hat. Still got those teeth on the brim, but I’ll be careful.

Marlowe lands on the roof just outside the window, and Kate makes another embarrassed sound at the sight of him. He looks like a monster when he squeezes his massive body through the wood frame, eyes black and metal mask fixed over his mouth. He keeps his broom held tight in his right hand, the brim of his hat wrinkling as he forces his bulk into the small space.

The steady fall of boots announces Brooks as he appears in the doorway, tight-lipped and unamused.

I give Kate just enough leverage to turn her head.

“Oh shit,” she moans, and Brooks’ jaw tightens with cold fury.

“Oh yeah, oh shit,” he breathes, lifting his emerald eyes to mine. “Good work, Tanner. Fuck her, but don’t let her come.”

“Let me go!” Kate howls, struggling against me again. Marlowe shoves the four-poster bed aside like it’s made of cardboard, yanking his mask down to reveal scowling lips. He storms over to the table and takes hold of Kate’s wrists for me, trapping her in handcuffs of inked flesh. I appreciate the move. Now I can slap her ass again. She goes nuts with the next crack of my palm against her flesh, kicking her boots back and trying to nail me in the shins. “You’re all bastards, you know that? Fuck you guys.”

“Oh, you hear that little growl in her voice, boys?” I ask, avoiding another flick of her hat’s tongue. Pretty sure it was going for my eye that time. I knock it off her head and leave it to settle on the floor. “Our North is mad.”

“Well, her South is pretty pissed, too.” Brooks leans down to get in Kate’s face, locking eyes with her while I rail her ass from behind. She’s clamping tight around me, pulses of hot, slick muscle on my cock. Milking the seed from my tight sack. This is a thank God we’re all still alive fuck and I don’t want it to go by too fast; she isn’t making it easy on me. “You do not protect us. You do not sacrifice yourself for us. You definitely do not run from your coven, Katelynn Poppy.

“Stop trying to be the hero,” I add, because if she thinks she’s only getting a scolding from Brooks, she’s in the wrong coven. She’s in trouble with all three of us when, usually, she’s the favorite. Our compass points North. “You are not the main character.”

“Then stop making me feel like a main character!” she shrieks back at me, and my lips almost twitch into a smile. But no. Not after the shit she pulled.

“You were the one who said that I should do whatever I want, whenever I want.” I draw my cock out of her, rubbing the wet tip against her clit. “Usually, what I want is to take care of you. Today, you’re going to suffer.” I slap her ass with my dick, and then I shove it roughly back in.

“I hate you guys sometimes,” she moans piteously. Thrusting her ass back against me because she loves this and she can’t even pretend that she doesn’t. She’s thrilled that she ran and we chased.

“I’ll bet,” I murmur, but the words are affectionate. “Doesn’t matter what you feel. We’re taking turns on you.”

“I’m sure being used roughly by her coven is the chalice’s role for our next spell anyway.” Brooks snaps his fingers in front of her face. “Enjoy this as much as you can. We need to farm enough power to break the curse.”

Kate moans, turning away from him, forehead pressed to the table.

“Look at me now,” Marlowe growls at her, fisting her hair with his free hand and forcing her to face him. He releases Kate to reach for his pants, shoving them down and fisting his cock. He keeps his other hand locked firmly on her wrists.

“Put it in my mouth, and Lo, I’ll bite it off,” she pants, contracting so tightly around me that I have to put in effort to move my hips. That sounds less like a threat and more like a warning.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll wait my turn for that hungry pussy of yours, Kate.” Marlowe’s words match the expression on his face. He’s inhuman and brutal, red in tooth and claw. “Next time you try to run, you can do it with our cum dripping down your legs. Don’t even ask us for a contraception spell because we’re done. You don’t deserve one.”

“If she runs again, she’ll regret it.” My smile is ruthless as I grab onto her shoulder and yank her back to my front, pinning her ass with my hips. I hold her there so I can bite her in the neck.

Kate breaks out in goose bumps for me.

“Tanner,” she whimpers, and I nod against the side of her head.

“Yes.”

“Tanner.” Kate says my name like she’s casting a spell. She better not be. She’s worn away all of my patience and goodwill today.

She sweeps her wings in, cradling me between them.

Crippling relief flows through me, cooling just a little of that heat in my blood. A little.

“Goddamn it, Kate, you scared the shit out of me.” I shove her back down, and she lets out a small sound of surprise. Marlowe holds her again, so I don’t have to. With my hands free, I take hold of Kate’s hips and pound into her with all the finesse of a buck in a rut.

My fingers leave dents in her skin. My witch claws draw blood. I both hate and love watching her heal instantly in front of me. That’s a neat trick, but it’s also a one-way ticket to forever alone. I love her too much to let that happen.

I fucking come in her. I can’t resist. She’s so hot and sweet, and I’m so … nervous.

Because I still don’t trust her for shit.

First chance she gets, this hot ass wife of mine is going to try to run from me. I can warn her as many times as I want. Threaten her. Chase her. She isn’t going to stop running until we’re all safe. I want to fuck and fuck and fuck, but we have a job to do.

I slide my dick out of her, watching her sweet pink pussy clench over the space I left behind.

“Tanner,” she growls at me, annoyed. I grin as her contracting muscles push my cum out of her, dripping pearly and white down her thighs. There we go. Much better.

I’m beaming like such a cocky asshole when she glares at me over her shoulder.

“Take her,” Marlowe whispers to Brooks, holding Kate’s wrists in one hand and peering down at her with solid black eyes. His shadow has consumed the entire room, darkening all the corners and blurring all the details. “I’ll go last.”

Kate goes completely still when she hears him say that.

I don’t blame her. I would, too.

He’s got hell in his eyes.
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Brooks

We’re still okay. Everything is okay now. It will be okay.

I will make it okay.

“Help me turn her around,” I command, overcome with emotion. Rage. Love. Curiosity. The whole world is asleep. The gate is down. My wife is cursed. If this wasn’t literally part of the spell I was planning on casting, we wouldn’t have time to fuck at all. “I want to see her face.” I throw Tanner a look and he nods, helping me flip Kate over so that she’s sitting on the edge of the table. Marlowe takes her boots and pants and bone collar off, and I step into my rightful place between her spread thighs. “How dare you spell me like that.”

“What else was I supposed to do? Talk?” She laughs mercilessly at me, and it feels like we’re playing chess again. And that I’m losing. She’s sweaty and sexy, nipples pebbled on those bouncy tits of hers. “You guys don’t talk. Ever.” She throws out a hand to gesture, but Tanner grabs her wrist for me. I appreciate the precaution. “Instead of chasing me around, you should be trying to fix the gate. Put me in the Witchwoods, so I can’t hurt anyone. So I can’t hurt … you three, mostly.”

She’s adorable.

I punch my hips forward and take her in a single thrust. Kate gasps, throwing her arms around my neck. Tanner lets her go for that one. I appreciate that, too. It’s not just Kate. I have the right coven all-around.

“How?” I inquire dryly, my hands on her ass. Kate’s eyes meet mine, and then lift up to the eye patch on my hat. She frowns, worried about me. “With the power of our entire coven? Even if we wanted to, we can’t fix this shit without you.”

The moment is tense.

Tense.

I’m breathing hard. So is Kate.

We’re having a very serious conversation in the middle of sex.

“You guys think I’m the only one that’s in trouble?” Kate asks, beautiful hazel eyes narrowed on me as I stay sheathed inside of her, unmoving. I want to hump, but I can’t yet. If I start fucking, I’ll stop talking completely.

I cradle her face in both of my hands, holding her tight and peering into her eyes. All I see reflected back in them is regret, sorrow, and love. There’s anger, sure, but it’s a flicker in a much bigger storm.

“If I were you, I’d be angry, too. We fucked up, no doubt about that.” I press my mouth to hers hard enough to hurt, but I can’t help myself. “But so did you.” I pull away, staring at her wet, bruised lips before lifting my gaze to her eyes. “You don’t ever run from us. We’re a coven. Don’t act like you weren’t warned in advance.”

I drop a hand back to Kate’s ass, working myself in and out a few times. Drawing out all the way until I’m only teasing her with the tip. Her breath catches. Kate clings to my shoulders, witch claws cutting into my skin.

“Brooks, please …” Our bare fronts are pressed tight, and I’m in danger of making love to her when she doesn’t deserve it. She needs to understand that we can’t be separated, no matter what. “Please tell me you had a plan. You killed yourself already knowing another way out, and I just screwed up really badly.”

I wrap my arms around her, squeezing a little too tight. Staring at the wings on her back. Brown feathers with white edges. Our coven sigil, in silver and gold, painted across the plumage. A spell. A curse. I can figure this out.

“I won’t tell you that because it’d be a lie.”

A resurrection can only happen in a very small window after death, and I wasn’t risking the chance that we could never bring her back. We were all prepared to pay the ultimate price.

We’re also all glowing. I’m not sure who started glowing first, but it doesn’t matter.

Connection.

We have connection.

“You three are relentless,” Kate howls as I draw away from her, dragging her off the table and shoving her to her knees. My antlered shadow stretches across the ceiling above me, poised and waiting to restrain her if necessary.

“Open your goddamn mouth,” I tell her. We’re not doing this shit. I’m not afraid of her, and I’m not letting her convince herself that she knows better.

She does not.

Kate shakes her head, lips rolled over her teeth, staring up at me defiantly. Her nostrils are flared. Her cheeks are red. That beautiful dual-colored hair cascades over her naked white shoulders and all of that black coven ink. Moons. Stars. Runes.

“When I tell you to open your mouth, you open your mouth. Are you actively trying not to cast the spell that could break this curse and save all of our lives? Don’t be a brat.”

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” she says suddenly, grabbing onto my hips as her body goes stiff. Our eyes meet again, and I hope she can read my expression properly. I will not take no for an answer. “The hunger, I can feel it. I don’t want to suck your dick: I want to bite your dick off. Didn’t you hear me warn Marlowe?”

“Last chance. Open your mouth or I will open it for you.”

The world is so still and so quiet that it makes the four of us seem loud, the only lifeblood on planet earth and the Witchwoods both.

Kate attempts a coup d’etat, and with her newfound strength, it takes all three of us to keep her on the ground. Marlowe with his arm around her from behind. Tanner’s hands on her shoulders. One of mine on my dick, the other on her chin.

My queen and I, we stare each other down, locked in silent combat.

“Ugh, fine. You want your cock bitten off? That’s your issue.” Kate opens up and takes me so good, all the way to the back of the throat. It takes seconds—seconds—for her to start sucking me greedily. She grabs onto my hips and lets me bury myself deep.

I take my time with her, making her jaw ache. Proving my point. She doesn’t bite my dick off. Oh no. She behaves for me, sucking it nicely, just like I knew she would.

Just before orgasm, I have the boys put her back over the table for me, so that I can finish in her cunt. It’s quick and messy and honestly, pretty goddamn disrespectful. Doesn’t matter. We’re in a hurry here. I spill my seed in her and then pull out before I’m even finished spurting, dirtying her ass a little.

“Seriously?!” Kate is pissed now. Kicking at me when I step aside and nod my chin at Marlowe.

His hat explodes with wildflowers that spill in a wave over one side of the brim, perfuming the room with an intoxicating fragrance. The flowers are bloodred. Their leaves are black. They have thorns.

Marlowe has pits for eyes, and he’s not even a ghost.

“Bad luck,” Marlowe whispers, putting his mouth near Kate’s ear. “Running into me in the woods.”

He’s probably right about that one. Tanner would’ve taken Kate to the cabin to wait her out. I would’ve … treated her as fairly as I treated Tanner.

Marlowe, he saw something he wanted and he took it.
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Marlowe

“It wasn’t bad luck,” Kate placates gently, backing away. It’s my turn to fuck, and I let her go. Brooks cants me an odd look and Tanner is pissed, but I won’t let either of them down. I’ve got this. “It was the best thing that ever happened to me, Marlowe.”

I laugh at her, and the sound is hysterical.

I’m going crazy over here. She’s not supposed to keep jumping headfirst into hell to save me. I’m supposed to be saving her. At the same time, I keep thinking holy shit, I can’t possibly love her any more than I do right now. Keeps happening though. Over and over and over again.

“Of course it isn’t. You’re too good for me. We both know that, but goddamn, I’m in love with you.” I sweep the veil of poisonous flowers back from my face, annoyed by them. They’re blocking my view of Kate.

“Let me have a second to explain better. If you guys just let me talk without sticking your cock in me, then maybe I can make my points.”

I frown.

“Turn around and take this dick like a good girl. You’re not about to fuck them and leave me standing here. I mean it, Kate.” I take another step toward her, but she’s already calculating her escape route. Her eyes say she will, in fact, do just that.

She really will leave me here like this.

My lips part in shock.

“The hunger is so bad, Lo,” Kate whispers, backing up in the direction of the door. I allowed her to move around the room with her back to the wall. I allowed her to get near that door. I want to see what she’ll do.

I want her to run.

She glares over at Brooks. Looks warily at Tanner. Turns back to me.

Kate runs and she’s fast, but she’s not far enough ahead of me for it to matter. The time it takes her to open the bedroom door gives me a chance to catch up, and I snatch her by the back of the neck, slamming the front of her body into the wall.

“No,” I growl at her, keeping her locked in a firm grip. “Settle down.”

“Honey, do you know where I left my jacket?” Kate mutters in someone else’s voice, and I go still. Tanner and Brooks are right behind me, and I feel them freeze, too. Her wings tuck in close, feathers brushing my naked skin. I refuse to let them get between us, shoving one out of the way. I pin it to the wall with my right hand, my left still on the back of Kate’s neck.

She shrieks, and that doesn’t sound like Kate either. Sounds like a goddamn owl.

“Victim’s last words?” Brooks muses, and I throw a nasty look back at him.

“You think?” I whisper, switching my gaze to Tanner. “You know anything about this?”

He shrugs and holds his hands out.

“Stumbled over a woman in the street earlier with her throat torn out. I had no idea if Kate killed her or if something else did. We had a good chunk of time there when both worlds were awake and mixed.”

“Honey, do you know where I left my jacket?” she asks again, thrashing around as I hold her still. Poor Kate. I don’t give a fuck who she eats, but if she finds out about this, she’ll be upset.

She comes to with a gasp, digging her nails into the opulent wallpaper and shredding it. Glowing orbs float down the hallway, but I don’t hold any resentment toward them. Probably easier to deal with Kate’s curse with the worlds mixed and asleep than it would’ve been trapped in the Witchwoods with shit trying to kill us.

“This is payback for not letting us die,” I whisper to her, my own witch claws digging into her throat. She’ll heal. It doesn’t matter what I do to her, does it? “Weren’t you told on more than one occasion to let that happen?”

She saved my life on day two, when I was pinned under the Hag with my bow. How could I have treated her so poorly? Been so mean? So cruel?

I won’t make that mistake again. Well, just one more time tonight and then never again.

“I seem to remember explicitly going over the rules before we left.” Brooks calls out from behind me. “And letting us die was number one on the list.”

“I’m going to rip your throats out and drink your blood,” she growls, kicking at me. I hold her down, fighting against the superior strength of the Hag Wytch. Tanner and I exchange another look, and he helps me drag her away from the wall. “So don’t worry: if you don’t let me go, you’ll get your wish. You’ll be dead, and your souls will be trapped inside of me.”

I use my hold on her neck to steer her back into the bedroom as she digs her heels into the floor. Tanner’s got her arm. Brooks is blocking the hallway.

“Stop, Marlowe,” she declares, and I do, glancing down at her with a raised brow. “Stop.”

That word, the one I asked her to say when I violated her that first night. Two birds, one stone. I’m such a broken, fucked-up individual. What is this adorable, little witch wife that I’ve been given?

We’re both breathing so hard that I can taste every one of her exhales on my inhales. We’re standing so close. My mind is a tumble of images, a mess really.

With a growl, I turn back to her, drag her lower lip down with my thumb. Kate knows exactly what I’m gunning for here.

“No,” she murmurs, trembling in my arms. I’m trembling, too, but I’m not playing around.

“Yes.”

I bite my tongue, and I spit blood into her mouth. We lock eyes. I let her see it all, every horrible memory lodged inside my brain. Kate, throwing herself between Brooks’ legs and in front of the Hag Wytch. Kate, free-falling without an arm. Kate, throat slit and bleeding all over me as I lunged to cushion her fall.

Kate, dead. Kate, alive again. Kate, leaving under the thrall of the Hag Wytch’s song.

She shares memories with me, too. How scared she was when she thought she might lose Brooks. Dying is okay, but losing the people I love is not. Her thought or mine, I’m not sure. I feel the overwhelming pain she experienced when she came back to life surrounded by our ghosts.

I see her conversation with the Hag Wytch.

And I see this moment: me, standing over her looking mean and ruthless and angry.

“I love you,” I tell her, the spell cracking and falling away around us. I’m looking down at Kate as she is now, small and bloody with wild hair and wings and tears on her face.

“I love you, too, Marlowe.” She steps close to me, reaching up to touch my face with tattooed hands. The way she touches me, I’ve never been touched like that before. Like I’m a relic. Like I’m a treasure. Like I’m everything. “That’s why you guys have to let me go. I’m losing control, slipping away. I’m not an expert at this, but at some point, I may not be able to stop the violent urges. Please, fix the gate. Put me on one side. Put yourselves on the other. Then you can work out a way to break this curse.”

I tighten my arm too hard around her waist, crushing her against me, and she makes this feminine oof that drives me insane. When I first saw her in the woods, I was stunned. I was shamelessly attracted to her. I didn’t want to be, but I was.

Maybe I let that girl, Talia, go because I’m a nice guy.

Maybe I let her go because I’m as terrible as Tanner and I wanted something better.

Katelynn might have stumped Brooks at first. Might not have been Tanner’s type. But physically speaking, she’s perfect for me. I couldn’t design a hotter woman. I couldn’t have picked a set of traits for the bedroom that fit better with me than she does.

“Why the fuck do you keep looking at me like you think I’m the one that’s easiest to break? Kate, I let Talia go because I didn’t want a platonic coven. And I took you because you’re mine.” I turn to Tanner. “Hold her still for me, East.”

Kate yelps when he latches onto her shoulders from behind—so dramatic. So sexy.

I spin back to the bed, grabbing the couple that’s already there and dragging them onto the floor by the ankles. Might wake up with a headache if they wake up at all. Don’t give a shit.

I commandeer the bed, steal Kate back from Tanner, and throw her onto the mattress while she fights at me with kicks and claws.

“After this, you have to promise!” she chokes out as I straddle her, pinning her between muscular thighs wrapped in leather. I reach up to adjust my hat, an imperious expression on my face, that annoying veil of flowers draped over the tousled pillows.

“Fine.” I sniff, running my finger along the brim of my hat as Brooks busies himself with prepping a spell in the background and Tanner provides security. With both worlds asleep, there aren’t all that many threats—except for Kate herself. So he keeps his creepy, obsessive gaze fixed on her the way they both like, and the arrangement suits us all just fine. I forgive him. I forgive Brooks. I can have with them what I should’ve had with Dennis, and I love that.

The future is bright if only we can get past this.

“Fine?” Kate echoes, putting her hands on my hips because she just can’t resist being a little whore, and I just can’t resist being a brute.

“I promise to never let you go. I promise to commit suicide if you run from me. I promise to be the best goddamn husband, father, Westwoods, and friend. I promise that you’re not leaving this space until you’ve repented fully.”

“You’re so toxic,” she gasps as I slip my jacket off and toss it aside. I unhook my belt, wrap it around her wrists, and tie her to the headboard. “You can’t say things like that, about suicide and everything.”

“I can say whatever the fuck I want.” I ignore her as she squirms, turning to Tanner and holding out my hand. “Borrow your belt?” I ask dryly, and he obliges, sliding the black strip out of his pants with a hiss of leather on leather, and tosses it over to me. I don’t even have to ask Brooks for his. His antlered shadow delivers it with a formal bow, and I grin, utilizing my own shadow to yank Kate’s legs apart and lash her ankles to the footboard.

There. Much better. I’m fucking her against her will, but not without her enthusiastic consent.

Consensual non-consent. My favorite thing. Our favorite thing.

I hurt Kate in the forest, and she gave me a second chance that I didn’t deserve. Now, she trusts me enough to play dark games with her. She peers up at me from behind thick lashes, her orange-and-black hair tangled around her face. Stray feathers sprout from her white skin in various places. On her legs. Her arms.

I run my thumb across her lower lip and she turns her head away from me. I grip her hard and turn it back, frowning. I have the lowest body count in this coven. I’ve only ever slept with two people in my entire life, and one of them spit in my face (metaphorically speaking, Miriam was a shit lay, no other spitting involved).

And this one … this woman … I …

My hand slips down from her lips to her neck, caging her in place.

“This is fun,” I begin, running my tongue over my teeth, “but I don’t like knowing you could get away from me if you wanted. It’d be more exciting if you were truly trapped here. Let’s play this again later, shall we?”

She spits at me, hitting me in the cheek, and I work my jaw. Oh. Oh, yes. I bend down and take her mouth, even as she writhes and growls and tries to use her wings to hit me. But I have wings of my own, and I use those shadowed appendages to pin hers to the mattress.

“Kiss me,” I demand, but she shakes her head.

“I don’t want to bite your tongue off.” Kate closes her eyes tight, and I curl my lip, using my hand to force her jaw open. She tries to bite me, and I love it. I hold her neck a little tighter, and she submits, letting me in even as she pleads. “Marlowe, don’t—”

Our kiss rocks me so hard that my stomach muscles contract and I drive my clothed pelvis against her naked one. Cum smears across the front of my pants. A little bit of Brooks. A little bit of Tanner. A lot of Kate.

Premature ejaculation, it’s happening. Can’t help myself.

I unload into my pants with a shudder, pumping my hips against Kate and forcing my tongue down her throat. She resists me at first, trying to turn her head away and finding my inked fingers locked on her chin. We’re both glowing, our coven sigils lit up with shared magic. Green and red and silver and blue.

I’m all wet and sticky now, rubbing and grinding against Kate to chase that last bit of fleeting pleasure. I sit up again, reaching down to flick my fly open with my fingers. I bare my half-hard, dirty cock to her, letting her watch as pearly, white fluid drips down the length of it.

My thumb finds one of the piercings on the underside, a small bone from some Witchwood animal’s dick. We all have similar gear on our cocks. Metal rings and balls embedded beneath the delicate skin for bigger loads. More fertile loads. Easy erections. All in the name of magic, but they work perfectly for Kate’s pleasure, too.

“Please,” Kate whimpers against my lips, and I taste both her tears and mine. “Please, Marlowe.”

“Please what?” I ask, and even as I’m trying to be an asshole here, my voice cracks at the sound of hers.

“Please stop putting yourselves in danger to protect me.” Kate closes her lips tight against my tongue, blocking me out again. I fight my way in a second time, consuming her mouth with my own. Eating her up. Feasting on her like something starved. Her shadow is held back by Brooks’ and Tanner’s shadows. Her wings are locked down by my own.

“Not a chance in hell,” I growl back at her, rising up to my knees and peeling the leather down my hips and thighs. Kate thrashes against her restraints, but if she wants to escape, she has the physicality to do it. I can’t hold her here, not really.

I wet my lips, rising to my booted feet above her and causing the mattress to squeak. Love that. We’ll make beautiful music while we fuck. I kick one boot off and then the other, sending them flying into the wall to leave a dent. My pants go. My bone necklace.

“Then at least don’t get me pregnant,” she adds, unintentionally coy. “That’s just plain cruel, to both me and whatever baby would result. I’m the Hag Wytch, Marlowe. The Hag Wytch.”

I cock my head at her, staring down with my fingers tickling the brim of my hat. The annoying flower veil is gone, at least.

“What’s your favorite flower, Kate?” I ask, going slowly to my knees on either side of her, butt-ass naked in nothing but a witch hat, tattoos, and some blood. Her blood. My blood. Our blood. All of it. I lick my lips and Kate closes her eyes, like she can’t bear to look at me. “Flower.”

“Um. California poppies?” she says, and I smile. Nice and slow and mean. Flashing fangs and waiting for Kate to open her eyes. I need her to look at me for this trick. She doesn’t disappoint, cracking her lids to see what I’m doing. I reach up and flick a single finger against the brim of my hat. Kate gasps as I pluck a silky orange poppy from the brim and present it to her. “Oh, Marlowe …” she sniffles, blushing a sweet pink color.

“Doesn’t change anything,” I say, trailing the petals across Kate’s cute little nipples. She gasps and bites onto her lower lip, but she doesn’t bleed. Her wounds heal too fast. “I’m going to breed you right now and see if a baby can break the curse. Seems reasonable, doesn’t it, Brooks?”

“Perfectly plausible for us to get you pregnant for a spell. Childbirth is rough. That would yield an immense amount of power—maybe enough to break the curse.” He sounds smug about it.

I look over my shoulder to see him stirring a wooden spoon in a small, portable cauldron that was attached to his belt. Before he gave it to me to tie Kate up with, that is. I turn back to our wife, catching Tanner’s eyes on the way. He’s supportive of the plan, too. Good to know.

“I’m in favor, too. Sorry, honey, but whatever it takes.” Tanner doesn’t sound sorry at all.

“See? No contraceptive spells after tonight.” I’m such a cocky bastard. Nasty, too.

Kate tries to summon another protest, but I shove my way between her tight walls with my dick, killing any further arguments. Ahh. She strokes me just the way I like. I let my head fall back, poppies swaying on my hat, eyes nearly rolling back into my head.

“Oh,” she breathes, and I love the pleasured wisp of her voice. “Oh … I … that feels so good.”

“Yeah, it does.” I close my eyes and drop my head back, a smile working its way onto my lips again. For a minute there, I just savor it all. The feel of her. The heat. The silk of her insides. And then I drop my chin and catch her gaze again, hoping she enjoys both the affection and the punishment in mine. Hey, it’s not like she won’t try to return the favor later.

I’m going to pay heavily for this—Kate gives as good as she gets.

I cage her neck in loose fingers, using my thumb to stroke her throat while I fuck, churning up that sopping cunt with my dick.

“It’ll be a good memory for you, when you try to recall how you conceived our first child.”

“Marlowe,” Kate moans, but she’s arching into me and pulling at the restraints until they squeak with protest. Wood splinters, but I just laugh, putting a little extra pressure on her neck.

“Don’t do that,” I whisper, nuzzling into her and biting her again. “I’ve got this. I’ll get us close enough together.”

“But we …” Kate’s voice hiccups and she makes these sounds that are so unhinged and shameless that they absolutely break my entire brain and then put it back together again. “Don’t stop, Marlowe. Please, for the love of all things, don’t stop.”

All I do is laugh at her, covering her body with mine and taking her mouth at the same time. She continues to struggle with the restraints, like she’s reaching for me, and I love it. Torturing her is so goddamn satisfying because she loves it so goddamn much.

“Blindfold and gag me next time,” she breathes into my ear, and that’s it.

I grab onto the headboard, and I end it by punching my hips into her until she comes so hard that she screams. No clit action. Just vaginal penetration. She didn’t deserve the orgasm, but I gave it to her anyway.

Biting the right corner of my lower lip, I wait for Kate’s breathing to slow and then I start again.

It’s not over until I’ve filled her with plenty of cum, until I’ve made her call my name so loud that the sound cuts this entire silent world in half.
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Kate

Marlowe turns me into a dirty mess, satisfying himself on my body and dragging his hat brim down on either side of his face as he comes. Bites his lip. Really puts on a good show for me.

He releases me from my restraints and cuddles me in a way that’s totally opposite to the hard dicking I just got from my coven. My heart beats with love, but my stomach roils with hunger.

I can still feel it, this yawning sense of emptiness inside of me. Something to be filled. And not in a good way, like with three giant witch cocks. No, this is a hunger that smells like iron and innards. It’s a creeping coldness that shocks the bones and paralyzes the spirit.

I want to eat everything and everyone to fill that endless chasm.

And now I know firsthand what was going through the head of the Hag Wytch.

“Alright.” Lo is staring at the ceiling, like he can’t bear to look at me. Then his attention shifts and grabs hold of mine, dark claws reaching. His shadow rises up and over me, sweeping the quiet room in darkness. “I can’t let our horny asses get us killed. What do we do now?”

The way he sweeps his tongue around his entire mouth, it’s too much. Too long. Too creepy. Too goddamn sexy. Marlowe laughs, rough and mean, because he knows he’s playing right into my weaknesses.

Tanner joins us on the mattress, but he purposely doesn’t touch me. Can’t control yourself over there, East? His eyes and mine meet, and he looks at me like I’m the one showing my hand.

“Eyes to yourself, kitten. You don’t deserve to look at me like that.” Tanner crosses his arms as he leans back against the headboard, closing his eyes. He’s teasing, but he’s also tired. All three of them are tired.

They’re pretending like they’re okay, but they’re not.

None of us are.

Brooks appears beside the bed without moving at all. I don’t know how he does that, but it scares the shit out of me. He was over by the vanity, stirring something, and then I blinked and he’s … right fucking here.

“Crap,” I murmur, and the edge of his mouth lifts. I know I’m in trouble. I know I’m going to be in even worse trouble when I try to run again.

“Perversions are part of magic,” Brooks says to Marlowe, over my head like I’m not even there. I realize abruptly why I never stood a chance in resisting them. When the three of them work together, they’re impossible. “Our horny asses are going to save our lives.”

“You cannot fuck your way out of this curse,” I grind back at him. I’m tired of being treated like I have no brains. I’m right about this. I am. And I’m going to prove it. Brooks puts his hand to his forehead, closing his eyes and doing his best to breathe through his annoyance.

“Yes we can.” He opens his eyes again and glares at me. “I’m not going to argue with you anymore. Either you comply, or I make you comply. You seem to love it when I force my hand, so that’s what I’ll do.” He looks haughtily at his boys, like they’re a three-man unit posed to fight against me, the enemy. “Hand her ass to me.”

“I am a human person,” I state haughtily, like everything is normal and I didn’t die. Like they didn’t die. Like I didn’t agree to the worst fate imaginable in exchange for their lives.

I have become the Hag Wytch, the loneliest creature in the woods—and not by chance. But because the curse is clever, because it also makes her want to eat. Even spirits aren’t safe, swallowed up and locked inside the gullet of a forest beast.

“Are you?” Brooks asks, crawling onto the bed, naked and wearing only his hat. He flops back against the old wood headboard and then pats his lap. Marlowe pushes me over and Tanner helps him, the pair of them maneuvering me easily where they want me. My naked thighs are spread wide over Brooks, dripping the mixed cum of our coven all over him.

We study each other, and I see that he loves it as much as I do.

“What do you mean are you? What sort of stupid question is that?” I cross my arms over my breasts to hide them from Tanner’s prying eyes. He wouldn’t let me look at him, so I won’t let him look at me. “Treat me like a human being, Brooks. It’s simple. Consider that I might be right about this. It’s too dangerous for us to be together right now.”

Tanner scoffs at that and shakes his head. Marlowe scowls and uses his shadow to shut the curtains—not that it matters since we’re the only living things that aren’t asleep. Two whole worlds. Well, as far as I can see. Perfect silence. No animals. No people. No electronics. A world suspended in time.

I’m so incredibly grateful that my song didn’t put these men to sleep.

The Hag Wytch … what happened to her coven? Maybe she never had one. Maybe she ate them. If she ate her coven, then she’d be all alone every night but for the moonless ones.

Totally. Devastatingly. Alone.

I swallow down my nerves. My fear. If I allow those feelings to manifest in front of these men, I won’t be able to hide it from them, and it’ll be even harder for me to save their lives.

“Are you a human, Kate?” Brooks repeats, taking my face between his hands. He looks down at me with the stern, cold expression of a leader. “Because last I checked, you were a witch. Why would you run from us when you know we have magic? We can fix things.”

“You … you three killed yourselves for me,” I whisper, and the words are loud in the perfect silence. Marlowe has crawled to me from the right while Tanner has moved around us to take up the space on my left. They all crowd in close, leaving zero space between our bodies. Marlowe’s warm, sweaty chest against my arm. Tanner’s rough fingers curled and clamped over the pale expanse of my thigh. “That’s not fixing things. That’s making everything worse. From the very beginning, I told you guys that I deserved to be involved in the decision making.”

I use both hands to tuck my hair behind my ears as Marlowe grabs a hold of it from behind. His face is against the side of my neck now, and I can feel his teeth when he talks.

“Let us die, Kate. We haven’t changed that rule from the day we met. You broke protocol first, and you’re not getting out of this one.” He sinks his teeth into my neck, like all the way into my neck. Witch fangs cutting deep, but failing to make me bleed. My skin heals around his teeth, and he holds me there, like an animal. A growl rumbles in Marlowe’s chest that vibrates into my very bones, and I let out a pleased whimper against my will.

“Fuck.” This is from Tanner, his silver eyes fixed on the center of Brooks’ perfect abs and then straight through them to the center of the earth. He drags his eyes up to mine and I wait to hear what he has to say, this man who tracked and successfully caught a woman with the powers of a god. I sigh and press my hand down on his, trying to have a rational conversation with my bare tits on display, and my naked pussy on Brooks’ firm thighs. The urge to grind my hips is almost as bad as the hunger I’m choking down. “You’re right, love,” he murmurs. “That part was selfish. We should’ve told you what we were doing. It wouldn’t have changed anything to keep you informed.”

“N-no.” I’m sputtering but frustrated. Happy but confused. Comfortable but terrified. Turned-on … but hungry. So hungry. All day long, I’ve tried eating normal food to fill that gap, raiding the cabinets at my house. At other people’s houses. Avoiding Tanner and eating my way through the city.

Then, for a good ten or so minutes there, I blacked out. I don’t remember anything, but from one minute to the next, I was starving and then I was covered in blood. I’m sure that I killed somebody or something. That I … ate them.

“No?” Brooks repeats, breathing heavily, but calm. He’s not erect anymore. Or yet. Anyway, he doesn’t have an erection. “Did you ever stop to ask us our opinions?”

He’s … right. I hate it when he’s right. But he doesn’t understand the curse’s hunger. I’m trying to tell him here, but he’s not listening.

“You can tell me, but it won’t change my mind,” I retort, realizing that I’m implicating myself in the same problem that they’re confessing to. Whether or not it will change things, I should tell them. “As soon as I get the chance, I’m leaving before I start trying to eat you. Until you can fix that part of the problem, it is what it is. I’ll keep running.”

Marlowe bites down harder on my neck, and I gasp, digging the nails of my left hand into the back of Tanner’s while the claws on the right cut into Brooks’ thigh. Neither of them flinch. I do, but they don’t. I wiggle my body, and it doesn’t help. The clamp of Lo’s jaw on my neck is both comforting and strange, feral. It’s an inhuman response to a very human emotion: fear.

He doesn’t want me to go anywhere, and neither do I. It was never about want. I’m being practical: if I stay with the men too long, the curse’s hunger will overpower my rational senses. I could black out and wake up with their blood on my hands next time.

I won’t take that risk.

“You have no moral high ground,” I tell the three of them, my voice rough. It’s so tempting to give in, to agree with them, let them handle this. But I can’t. I need to keep moving. They should be figuring out what to do about the gate, how to put me inside until … if … there’s something we can do about this curse. “Can we at least agree that we’re all on the same level?”

“No.” Brooks shakes his head, the eyes on his hat softening even if he controls the ones on his face. He looks stern, but his hat is clearly simping for me right now. “But we can put the discussion aside for now. Tell me your symptoms.” He snaps his fingers, drawing up a little flame. Brooks flicks them and the flame jumps from his hand to the fireplace, setting the logs ablaze.

Our shadows give a collective sigh, sharp and pointy and etched up the walls and onto the ceiling. The crackling fire makes the space feel warm and safe. Cozy. Like the cottage in the Witchwoods, a refuge from space and time.

“I feel like I’m dying.” I close my eyes and lean my head into Marlowe’s. A sigh escapes me, like coming home. It won’t last. But I enjoy it anyway. “I want to eat everything in sight. Including you. Even while you were fucking me, I was thinking that it felt good but it’d be better if I could taste your blood at the same time.”

“Could that be it?” Brooks muses, his voice low, like he’s working through those wild thoughts of his in real time. I appreciate it, him finally letting us all know what he’s thinking as he’s thinking it. Not on his own, all by himself, alone in the living room. But with us. Together

I start to get antsy. I’m so weak against their collective desires. Makes it worse because they’re my desires, too, and they know it. I’m like a wet piece of tissue paper being pulled three ways between them.

“You mean bleed ourselves and let her drink while we fuck? If we have salve on hand, and we take turns …” Tanner trails off, and I hear, rather than see, him lick his lips. Wet. He’s hungry, too. I feel hot as I lean into Marlowe’s arms and he wraps his body around me.

Comforting.

Brutal, but comforting.

Even if the guys find a way to push back my hunger, what if I don’t age alongside them? What if I can’t die, like the Hag, until somebody else takes on my curse? And how do I do that? How did the Hag herself do it?

I feel like I was tricked by a witch much cleverer than I.

Brooks slips his hand between my legs, and I gasp as his fingers enter me, playing around with the mess they all left behind.

“Only one way to find out. Add the contents of the cauldron to the jar and bring it here,” he instructs Tanner, and I blush as he plays with me. It feels too good to say no, even though I know I should. “We’ll make fresh salve with this. We’re running low, and it’s crucial. I can’t wait to see what this batch will do, mixed with all four of us.”

That’s right. The salve we had before was made by the three of them, before I ever showed up. How much better will this batch be? I want them to have this, so they can heal if they need to.

Tanner unhooks a charm from his hat and pours the glittery pink powder onto my shoulder before fetching the jar for Brooks.

“What did you just do?” I ask him, and he gives me this sorry, kitten look that’s total bullshit. He isn’t sorry about anything. He knows exactly what he’s doing.

“You threw a lust spell at me earlier. Fair’s fair.” The edge of his lip lifts up as my body catches fire, and his hands land on my hips. I’m pulled into Tanner’s lap.

Marlowe and Brooks shift to fill the space between us as Tanner puts the jar under my pussy and coaxes our mixed cum into the vessel. I look into his eyes as he does it, stroking a fire with his fingers that I want him to fan to flames with his cock.

“Fuck me, please,” I beg him, and he laughs. Mission success on his part. Also partially my fault for putting that idea into his head by throwing a lust spell at him first.

“We need every drop.” Brooks is behind me, reaching between my legs and spreading me wide for Tanner. “Remember: if you’re a good girl, you get what you want much quicker than if you’re bad. If you’re naughty, Kate, then next time we catch you, I won’t be so nice.”

“Nice?” I repeat back, but my voice is too high and breathy to be a condemnation. I sound like I’m agreeing to something. The sex is a little rough, but that’s the way I like it. The romance is good, too, such a soft, gentle contrast. He’s right: they are being nice.

So am I. I’m letting them fuck me even though I need to run. After this. Last time. One last time with each of them.

Marlowe takes the bottle from Tanner, screwing the lid in place and then licking off the excess juice on the outside of the glass. He gives me a look, and my eyes go wide as he leans in and grabs the back of my head at the same time, fingers burying into my hair.

Taste me, Kate, his eyes say as he drops his mouth to mine and kisses me. I open up at the pressure of his tongue, and he gives me back what he got off that bottle.

I’m dragged down and over Tanner’s cock, but Marlowe doesn’t let me go, kissing me with that filthy, dirty mouth as Brooks’ hands roam up my ass to my back, to the wings on either side of him. He caresses the feathers, and even though these are brand-new appendages of mine, I feel them like they’ve been there forever.

Erotic. His touch on them is erotic.

My mouth moves seamlessly from Marlowe to Tanner, both of them a little rough in the face. Tanner I expect stubble from, but Lo is usually nice and smooth. Brooks, too, but he’s as rough as they are when he rubs his chin against my shoulder.

I put my arms around Tanner’s neck and catch his stare when our faces come close. There’s a little more blue in those irises than there was before.

“There’s no world in which I’m happy and you’re not. Sorry, Kate. That isn’t possible. I won’t let you go—not even if you’re the Hag Wytch.” He kisses his way up my throat, along my jaw, finds my lips again and buries his tongue between them.

Our joining bodies are the only sound besides the wind and the bay and the fire burning merrily in the hearth.

My eyes fall to the sweaty thump of his pulse. My stomach tightens and twists on itself, and the world goes—

—dark.
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I come to with my teeth tearing through the skin on Tanner’s neck, spraying his blood into my shocked face as it pumps from the exposed artery in his neck. What the fuck?! His cock slips out as I stumble to my feet, torn between trying to help him and trying to run. What if I try to stop the bleeding and I bite him again? What if I don’t stop the bleeding and he bleeds to death?

He’s well on his way to passing out, to bleeding out, to dying.

Brooks rushes to retrieve the fresh jar of salve, slapping a massive glob of sweet minty paste on the wound. Marlowe has his hands around Tanner’s neck, trying to hold him together enough for the salve to take effect.

My hunger roars, and I realize that I’m licking my lips, that the taste of Tanner on my mouth is pleasant. The lust in my veins is swamped with need for the taste of flesh, not just the thrust. I want to eat them, not fuck them.

Brooks takes over Tanner’s wound as Marlowe slips off the bed and comes at me.

“Get over here, Kate. Now.” He lunges for me and we slam into the wall together, cracking the plaster and sending more paintings crashing to the floor. I throw my wings forward, trying to knock him off, but it doesn’t work. We’re destabilized, falling to the ground together.

The hunger wails.

I see Lo’s neck. I find myself snapping at his throat. Marlowe is quick enough to scramble off of me, but I pursue him rather than the other way around. I attack him, throwing him into another wall and breaking his arm. He can’t hide the sound of pain, clutching at it as he bleeds all over the floor, forcing himself to his feet through the discomfort.

He eyes me warily, trying to circle around toward the window.

My gaze lands on his taut, muscular belly, and I imagine tearing him open and watching his intestines fall out. My stomach rumbles, and I spin on my heel, naked and fleeing with my lover’s blood dripping down my skin.

Tanner’s okay. Thank God, he’s okay. I catch sight of him on my way past, and he’s alert enough to sip some water from Brooks’ cupped hand. His neck is healed enough that the blood has stopped spurting, but it was this close.

I throw my body out the window and onto the roof, but Marlowe is on me, knocking the pair of us down. We roll together down the steep slope and then off, plummeting toward the ground. I fold my wings behind us for a cushion, ensuring that I hit first with him on top of me.

I can heal from anything. I’m the Hag Wytch, remember?

We hit with a pair of grunts, and I feel bones break, skin split. I’m bleeding and crying as I try and fail to untangle myself from him. He wrestles my wrists and slams them into the grass, peering down at me with wide eyes. The fresh flowers on his hat are crushed, and the scent of ruined wildflowers mixes with sea salt and blood.

He’s panting, dripping red into my face, terrified and angry and strong.

But not as strong as the Hag.

WIth a scream, I throw him off as gently as I can, knocking his body into one of the support posts for the front porch.

“Kate, just stop,” Marlowe grinds out, but I can’t. I won’t. My vision is going in and out—and not from my injuries. I’m going to black out again. I’m going to eat someone.

I’m going to eat one of my husbands.

“If you can figure out how to help me, then help me. But I … I can’t stay.” I stumble back in the dewy grass, past a man and a woman sprawled out on the sidewalk. Probably came over to the Carson Mansion for dinner. Bet whatever they would’ve ordered won’t taste as good as they do.

I find myself squatting down beside them and wetting my lips again.

No, Kate! No! You’re better than this. You can do better than this. I make myself stand up, finding Marlowe closing the distance between us. He’s big and dark-eyed, blood-streaked skin and clenched teeth and a flaccid cock that was inside of me all of twenty minutes ago.

That was an indulgence I never should’ve allowed.

Tanner appears on the roof, broom in hand, and I panic, turning and launching myself into the air with a flap of those powerful wings.

That’s the last thing I remember for several hours.
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Marlowe

Tanner zips past on his broom, wearing undone leather pants and way too much blood.

I grit my teeth and turn back to the house, intending on retrieving my own broom. Brooks is right there, putting his hand on my broken arm and stopping me in my tracks. I flinch and the world spins. There’s definitely bone showing. Broke my radius or something.

“Christ,” I groan, swiping blood from my face as I glance over at him.

“Fuck is right,” Brooks mumbles, rubbing salve into my wound. He touches my naked bone, and I pass out long enough that when I blink myself awake, we’re both sitting in the grass. Brooks is looking up at the sky, and I know he can feel it, too, this storm of broken glass inside his chest.

Our coven bonds are stretching like taffy, pulling long and stringy across the sky. Spaghetti-fying, like we’ve stumbled into a black hole. It feels like being killed. I should know, since I killed myself for Kate. It hurt, but not as badly as this.

It’s hard to breathe.

My hat blossoms with spider and snake plants, like it’s trying to give me an oxygen boost or something.

“Sex should’ve helped ground her. Instead, Kate tried to kill Tanner.” Brooks pauses, mouth twitching in distaste. “She ate him.”

And she did. Our woman ate a piece of our Eastwoods’ neck, swallowed a mouthful of his blood.

“We’ll take turns keeping an eye on her,” Brooks continues as I rub at my arm. The skin is knitted, and the bone is hidden, but it still hurts. Doesn’t matter. The urge is to take off after Kate again, close this horrible gap between us. If our woman doesn’t end up eating us, then maybe our coven bonds will strike us all down as retribution for being too far apart.

“Take turns?” I repeat, hoping like hell that Tanner knows what he’s doing. Can he even stay on that broom without passing out from blood loss? We should be going after them.

“Yes.” Brooks turns to me, and I see that his eye patch has come loose. He reaches up with a gob of salve and smears it over the eyeball, stopping the spill of white goo down the side of his hat’s cone. “Chasing her around blindly isn’t going to do us any favors. Kate isn’t bound by the laws of nature anymore, but we are.”

I sit back in the grass, naked as the day I was born. Under better circumstances, I would love this. The whole world frozen and under our control? We could take over everything.

And yet, in the face of losing Kate, none of that matters. Incredible how that works, huh?

“Right.” I sweep my hand down my face, smearing blood. “We need to eat. Sleep. Take a shit.” I laugh, but it’s bitter, even to my ears.

“Exactly.” Brooks is pissed off, but he puts on that boss man face of his in an attempt to keep it hidden. He blames himself, but that’s ridiculous.

This is my fault. I dragged Katelynn into the Witchwoods. Me.

“We need to work on a spell,” Brooks continues, mind whirring. “Something to help Kate hold onto her humanity. Breaking the curse isn’t going to be easy, and we’ll need her full participation in order to do it.” He gestures with a bloody hand at the moss-covered street with its massive ferns, the hulking trees behind the Pink Lady, and the boats bobbing in the water alongside skeletal coral growths. “Not to mention this shit.”

There’s a long pause there as we look at each other. Brooks is the one to break the silence.

“Might be worth our time to wake up the white witches,” he adds with a snort, reaching up to adjust the brim of his hat. Brooks stands up and moves through the grass, retrieving his broom and tossing it into the air for his shadow to catch. “Go get your pants. Your broom. We’re heading back to the cottage.”

I do as he asks, but fuck it hurts. I can feel Tanner and Kate like they’re attached to me via my veins, my tendons, like pieces of me I can’t lose are being pulled taut. I could follow the length of them to where they are, but that won’t help us.

For the first time since we became a coven, we willingly separate.

And I hate it.

I want our life back, and I want it more than I ever wanted to leave the woods.

“Hey,” I say to Brooks as I catch up to him in the front yard. He’s standing with his head tilted back, all of the eyes on his hat closed. He opens the ones on his face, dropping his chin and turning to look at me. “For what it’s worth,” I begin, licking my lips and tossing my broom in front of me. My winged shadow swoops down and grabs hold of it, keeping it afloat. “I forgive you.”

He gives me an odd look, all six red eyes on his hat opening and blinking at me in confusion. The big one’s all healed up now, but the brim is stained with goo and blood. I scrub at the back of my head, breathing hard and hurting. Kate and Tanner have moved closer to us, but they’re still too far away. It’s uncomfortable. It’s painful. More than all of that, I just don’t like it.

“For everything,” I continue, before I lose my nerve. I’ve spent eight months just fucking hating and hating and hating. I’m so done with it. “For the woods. For this shitstorm we’re in now. Tanner, too. I … just in case this doesn’t go the way we want it to, I needed to tell you that.” I look him dead in the eyes in a way that I don’t often do, my emotional shields sloughing off. I’m stubborn, and I’m an asshole, but even I know when things are dire enough that only the truth will suffice. “I’ve been happier living as a coven with the three of you than I ever was before—and I had a happy life, Brooks. I did. But what we have is better.”

He gives me the space to talk, even if we don’t have the time to spare. I’m almost ashamed to admit it, but I look up to Brooks. I respect him.

“Marlowe, I’m not going to let the three of you suffer. No matter what. I’ll give up my soul to make sure that, in the end, you’re safe.” He reaches out a hand and clamps it onto my shoulder, and I clench my teeth, slapping him off.

“Don’t do that. We end this together, Brooks. Together. Whatever fate awaits us, we go as a coven.” I’m breathing hard now, fists clenched at my sides. I take a small step forward, and he doesn’t move back. He doesn’t seem surprised when I put my arms around him, bloody and exhausted and standing in a yard filled with sleeping people, a dozing flash-toad we should probably kill, and trees bigger than the tallest buildings in this town. “I know you’d follow me into the woods, too. All three of you. Thank you for that.”

Brooks hugs me back, which I’m not sure that I expected. Damn. This is deep.

“You’re my brother-in-arms, Marlowe. You’ve come a long way from that scared boy in the forest.” He draws back and gives me a look with all eight of his eyes. “You’re a man that I’m proud to have in my coven, and only one of two souls that I would ever share my wife with.” His lip quirks at the edge, and mine does the same.

They’re not happy smiles. They’re just in case smiles. They’re if we die, I wanted you to know smiles. But fuck it. Feels good to open up like this and let him know how I feel. Seems like he feels the same. Brooks might be the leader, but even the boss needs a shoulder to lean on.

“And you’re right: we do this together.” Brooks moves over to his broom, still suspended effortlessly by that antlered shadow of his. “Let’s go wake the good witches up and get this done.”
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It’s eerie as hell, to fly through our neighborhood and into the trees, straight to the cottage that I called home for eight long, dark months.

We land at the front door and let ourselves in.

Kate’s best friend, Georgia, is slumped at the base of the stairs with a machete in her lap. Her head is lolled against the wall, snoring and clutching the hilt of the blade at the same time. The weird kinky girl with the pink hair is curled up on the couch with a grimoire snuggled in her arms. The brunette is slumped over the table while the other one—Talia, that brat I saved—is lying on her back in the middle of the living room floor.

The fire continues to crackle in the hearth, a remnant of Brooks’ magic, permanent and safe. That was the best part of waking up here, climbing out of bed to find a fire waiting alongside breakfast.

I swipe my hand down my face as we examine the sleeping women in their silk bathrobes, skin decorated with blood, feet bare. Smart move, hiding in the cottage. Kate shouldn’t be able to get inside anymore … I don’t think.

She was in here before though, wasn’t she? Maybe the tree’s protection only works against her when she’s the full-ass owl. I have no fucking clue.

Brooks waves his hand and tomes spring to life, collecting on the table in two stacks. It’s an awful mess in here, and it smells terrible, like death and blood. It’s all over the floor, ours and Kate’s, a stain of red that soaks into the floorboards, wicks up the back of the couch, pools and puddles in glistening seas of red.

It makes me sick, looking at it. The crushed Witchwoods bees. The bones ground to dust. The spot on the floor where Kate’s cooling body lay. The knives we plunged into our hearts.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I turn away, moving up to the side of the table as Brooks flips through grimoire after grimoire, looking for a spell that might be able to wake the women from their supernatural sleep.

“Are you sure there’s a way to wake them up at all?” I ask, closing my eyes against that horrible twisting in my gut. Kate and Tanner, running around town and making me hurt. Goddamn.

“We’ll need our full coven,” Brooks murmurs, casting a look at me with the eyes on his hat. His antlered shadow squats in the spell circle we left behind and weeps. Mine does the same. Neither of us acknowledges them. “Here.” He taps his finger on a page inside the book, written up in his mentor’s handwriting instead of his own.

This is an old spell, something he didn’t bother adjusting for our use.

“Takes six days to execute,” Brooks continues, standing from the chair and taking the book with him. He hands me a list of items to grab. “But if we add some orgasms in, we can make it happen tomorrow.” He nods his chin at the women. “We’ll leave them here until the spell is ready. Can’t risk Kate eating them before we’re prepared to cast.”

“Yeah, alright,” I say, loading up a bag with everything we might need. Brooks is the one who braves that shameful stain on the floor, picking up the dead toad from the mess. Huh. Wonder how it died? I wouldn’t know. There I was as a ghost, holding onto it—still very much alive and squirming—and then I was coming back to life.

“Interesting.” Brooks tucks the corpse into his own pack.

I join him in the living room and we spend a few seconds together in silence.

“We should hurry,” Brooks murmurs, more to himself than to me. His shadow is skittering up the stairs on all-fours. “We have one month to fix this before the world wakes up. I don’t give a shit about everyone else, but I don’t care to see what humanity will do when faced with the impossible.” He purses his lips, but I know he’s right.

If the world wakes up, it’ll be chaos. We can hide in this cottage, but it’ll be a bloodbath.

Up the steps and into the darkness of the woods we go.
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Kate

My lovers are psychotic.

I mean, I knew that already, but this shit is on a whole other level.

“Come ‘ere, Kate,” Marlowe murmurs, twisting a knife around his fingers. He’s got some skills with that blade, knows a few magic tricks. I bet Tanner taught him all that. “If you don’t show yourself in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to stab myself right here.” He taps at his thigh with his left hand. “Probably won’t die, but if I hit an artery …” He trails off, pausing in the middle of the grass with a mausoleum at his back and spirits hovering over his head.

Thousands of them, glowing orbs bobbing gently in the starry night sky.

We’re in the Ferndale Cemetery. It’s Lo’s turn to chase me, so I’m hiding on the top of a mausoleum. He’s easier to hide from than Tanner or Brooks. Running from him is hard, even with my wings. This is a better strategy.

I’d have to be insane to miss the giant pentagram drawn through the cemetery in blood. I didn’t see who drew it, but it must’ve been Brooks. Tanner was sleeping this morning and Marlowe’s been chasing me since. I should’ve known he was herding me over here.

My ending up here wasn’t by accident.

They’re preparing a spell, but I’m not sure what it is. I don’t recognize any of the ingredients. I’m fine with that, but I can’t let them catch me. What if they’re only pretending to have a spell, using that to lure me out of hiding so they can grab me?

I bite my lip, shifting around and then freezing when a pebble gets knocked off the roof and goes bouncing. It pings against a gravestone as Marlowe spins, slamming the blade into a wooden post. We’re at the very edge of the cemetery with a chicken wire fence that’s seen better days.

“You think I’m fucking around?” he asks me, dark eyes darting around the perfectly silent space. Graveyards are quiet on a good day, but tonight, it’s positively wicked with the thick fog and the heavy stars and the murmuring spirits. I had no idea so many of them would gather at their own graves. They’re the only things moving besides us, just the Hag Wytch, her coven, and the restless spirits of the dead.

A spirit flickers to life on a mausoleum close to mine, raising her finger to her lips. Shh. She mouths the sound and then flickers out of sight. I’m sure that she’s the same ghost that tried to sign to me in the Witchwoods.

The ghost that’s following me around is Brooks’ sister. Why she’s following me and not him, that part I don’t understand. I’m afraid I might eat her. I could eat all of these spirits if I were to black out now. I almost want to eat them anyway.

I need to get out of here, I think, turning to go. I’ll hop over the fence and take off. The only part of me I’ll leave behind are a few feathers and the rhythmic thump, thump, thump of wings.

“Last chance, Kate!” Marlowe yells, raising the blade up in his right hand. He’s dressed in one of those gorgeous jackets that he must’ve pilfered from the cottage. Harlequin padded leather and a collar of feathers. He looks amazing in leather pants and boots, his dark hair tousled by a cool sea breeze.

I want him so bad. I want to go to him. Call to him. Beg him to rescue me from the horrible fate I’ve gotten myself into. But I can’t. No matter what, I can’t give into his threats—

Marlowe slams the knife down into his leg, face scrunching with pain as he stumbles. He lets go of the blade and the handle quivers as he groans and then goes down to one knee. Red is spurting out of the wound on either side of the knife, and I’m sure he’s hit something vital.

So where’s Brooks with the salve? I look around, but there’s no one. No Tanner. No Brooks. Just me and Marlowe and the agitated spirits, pale green and purple balls of light floating in the space between the invasive Witchwoods trees and the obnoxious Witchwoods flowers.

“Fuck, Marlowe.” I leap down from the mausoleum, racing over to him and falling to my knees at his side. “Oh, Lo.” I put my hands around the wound, trying to stem the flow of blood.

My eyes lift to his and he isn’t smiling.

Hands clamp down on my shoulders and I let out a scream of frustration.

“I almost killed Tanner!” I shout at, well, Tanner as he drags me back and Brooks squats beside Lo, removing the blade with a grunt. Blood spatters in tiny speckles against Brooks’ severe face as he smears that precious minty paste over Marlowe’s wound. Good to know that this shit we’ve been using to heal—including on poor scalped Talia—was made with semen. Wonderful.

“Almost being the key word, honey.” Tanner binds my hands behind my back with— Oh shit, he actually used real handcuffs. I’m blushing even as I’m struggling to get away from him. If I try hard enough, I’m sure I can snap the chain on the cuffs, too. “I ain’t dead, and you sure as fuck aren’t going anywhere.”

“Shit, that hurt. I really didn’t think you were gonna make me do it.” Marlowe’s eyes are closed, his head tilted back against the gray gravestone. His hat blooms with flytraps, and I’m not sure at all what to make of that.

“Listen up.” Brooks is there in front of me, staring with too many eyes. He grabs my jaw as I wail, not for myself but for them. I could black out at any second. I’m not in control of the things I do when I black out. I’ve killed people, I know that.

I’ve eaten them.

I know that, too.

“I won’t be conscious for long,” I warn him as Tanner squats down behind me, peering around my shoulder and into my face. He’s not smiling either. Likely he’s pissed as hell. I can understand that. I’m not running away for the fun of it. I can feel that stretching anxiety, too, that strangeness that permeates my blood when we’re separated. It’s disgusting. But guess what? When they were dead, it was worse. I can’t go through that again. Ever.

I no longer view the Hag Wytch as a villain, but as a victim. She was as helpless in the throes of this curse as I am. And who knows how she became the Hag in the first place? However it happened, it’s a fate worse than death.

“If that’s true, then do as I say—quickly.” Brooks is harsh, and I bristle, but now isn’t the time to argue. He squeezes my jaw between his fingers and leans down, looking like he’s torn between kissing me and tearing me apart verbally. “We’re going to put our cocks in your mouth—”

“I’ll bite them off for real this time.” I’m panicking now. They want to have sex again? How did that turn out last time? I’m not doing it. “Please don’t. You might die. If you don’t, and the salve heals you, I doubt your cock will grow back.”

“My cock is useless without you around,” Brooks says, and it’s so smooth that I’m knocked senseless. Oh. Wow. Should that have sounded romantic? I might be insane. One of my lovers just stabbed himself in the leg to lure me here. The other doesn’t mind risking his penis in order to … do whatever this spell does. “So be a slutty little witch for us and swallow good.”

Brooks lifts a pair of items in his palm as Marlowe rubs at the hole in his leather pants, still frowning at me, like it’s somehow my fault that he stabbed himself. Tanner keeps his right hand curled around my shoulder, witch claws digging into my skin.

“If you can heal from anything, we can be as rough as we want, eh?” he whispers in my ear, and I shiver. Tanner leans in close and smiles against my neck, but it’s an ugly smile. It’s a threatening smile. “You’re not a good girl, at all. It’s a lie when we call you that. You’re a very, very bad girl.”

My hat slaps him with its tongue, but he doesn’t mind. Because he knows what emotions I’ll be tasting. Love and obsession, nearly indistinguishable from one another.

“And you’re all stupid, fucking pricks,” I grind out, but then Brooks pushes the rubber items into my mouth, using a finger to situate them between my back teeth. I can no longer bite down. I shift my wings, frustrated by the ropes that Tanner’s twisted around them. I’m staked to the ground like a kite.

“Yeah, yeah. Stupid fucking pricks doing their best to wake your friends up.” Marlowe points his finger across the graveyard and I turn, noticing the silk-robed lump lying in the southern point of the pentagram. Long black hair spills like ink against the wet, mossy ground. Glowing Witchwoods mushrooms surround her, bleeding glitter.

Wake my friends up? The idea excites me for all of two seconds before I remember that I could inadvertently rip their throats out. Gut them. Consume them.

“If you’re worried,” Brooks says, rising to his feet and putting his hand on the top of my head. “Suck hard.”

He opens his pants with his left hand, guiding the angry red tip of his cock to my mouth. Nudging my lips with his crown. Sliding into the back of my throat and bumping against the end of me. I gag a little, but I open wider. I’m immortal now. I can’t be hurt.

I want him to go hard. I shift a little, and Brooks offers the barest flutter of a patronizing smile.

“Yeah, this is fun, isn’t it North? So why do you keep running from me?” He draws out and traces my lips with the head of his cock, fingers tightening on my scalp. Spirits hang above his head like lanterns, and I’m so thankful that his sister’s ghost took off before we got to this point. “Next time we try to catch you, Kate, just come willingly.”

Antlers sprout from his hat like a threat.

He snatches my head with both hands, pumping his hips hard against my face. Brooks tastes like sea salt and pre-ejac, and the slurpy wet sound of him fucking my mouth echoes across the silent graveyard.

Houses surround the narrow block, colorful ones with bright siding and cheery white trim. With towers and turrets and gingerbread detail and fish scale siding. It’s a work of art punctured with sky-high trees bigger around than the houses themselves.

Our world and the Witchwoods, locked in inappropriate coitus.

We’re waking my friends up. A second full coven. More power. We can fix this. If we successfully sealed the Witch’s Tree before, we can do it again.

I do my best to pleasure Brooks with the bite guards in, flicking my tongue against his piercings and wondering what spells might be trapped inside. I bathe his shaft in saliva and let it drip from my mouth down my chin. There’s nothing I can do to stop it.

After I left the men at the Carson Mansion, after I spent hours doing the devil only knows what, I came back to my senses and went to my grandmother’s house. Climbed in the upstairs window. Ignored the abhorrent silence and the missing tick of the grandfather clock. I dressed myself in overalls, ones spattered with rainbow paint from a dozen different jobs. Ones with a torn strap.

I put those on with a pair of boots and a tie dye crop top that leaves my sides bare. Drool drips onto the bib portion of the overalls, soaking the well-worn denim. With a sliver of crescent moon in the sky behind his hat, Brooks pounds into my face and fills the silent space with messy, dirty life.

It’s embarrassing that we’re the only ones making sounds. That the sounds we’re making are moans and slaps and sucking. The eyes on his hat go wonky, rolling and then crashing shut as he jerks and pumps, bottoming-out and hitting the back of my throat.

A hot burst of liquid hits my tongue, and I swallow frantically to keep it all down. My throat works overtime, but some drips out anyway, sliding down my chin and falling between my breasts. A few drops hit the dirt in front of my knees.

My pussy hurts. I need it touched or I’ll die.

Somehow, I suspect that they’re not going to touch it.

Brooks steps back, dick sliding from my lips, and our eyes meet. You have no idea how much I want you, North, his expression says.

And then I can’t see him anymore because Tanner is looming above me looking mean and cold and angry.

“You’re not in trouble for eating me. What’d I tell ya? I said I would carve up my own body if you needed it. I promised you consensual cannibalism.” He lifts my chin with his fingers, tracing the pearly cum on my bottom lip with his thumb. Marlowe makes a needy noise from behind him, shifting around in a puddle of his own blood, still leaned back against the gravestone and watching with an arm thrown across his knee. “But you are in trouble for running—again.”

Tanner takes a handful of my hair and shoves his pants down his hips with his other hand. I’m bound and gagged and on my knees, and he looks at me like I’m the center of his universe. He curls his inked fingers around his cock, using his thumb to toy with a few choice piercings. Flicking them. Rubbing them. Tugging on a silver ring.

He plays with himself as I stare up at him, his hat tilted to one side, wolf ears half-folded. Tanner cocks a smirk, squatting down and putting his palm into the pool of blood around Marlowe.

“What the actual fuck are you—” Marlowe starts, but he stops talking when Tanner stands back up, using his Westwoods’ blood as lube. He jerks himself off, lazy and messy, head tilted back, slouched and relaxed. It’s all bullshit. His eyes are on mine, and his mouth is a wire. Sharp and thin and taut.

Tanner works himself up until his sack is tight and heavy, pushing just the tip in so that he can finish in my mouth. He punishes me by refusing us both what we want most: to touch. Tears prick my eyes as he pulls away and I swallow, fervently and aggressively.

Each time I see them, it could be the last time. I try to tell him that with my eyes, but he simply walks around me and sits behind me again. We’re leaned up against the side of another gravestone, I think, but it’s hard to tell. I don’t dare look away from Marlowe.

“Didn’t think I’d actually stab myself?” he asks, standing up and approaching me with a prism of feeling in his face. Facets of rage. Relief. Love. Tenderness. “I’ll do that and worse. I fucking warned you, Katelynn. If you do something crazy again or try to disappear on me, I’ll kill myself. You better be around to rescue me if I try.”

I make a noise at him, but he just laughs, raking trembling fingers through his hair. I catch sight of the snake tattooed on his hand, the crescent moon and bat wings on his fingers. He crosses his fingers in front of his face.

“Two birds, one stone, Kate. I want to fuck your mouth and make you eat my cum. I have to fuck your mouth and make you eat my cum for the spell. Mm. Win-win.” He makes a show of using both hands to undo his leather pants, drawing them down all the way to the knees and revealing the mess of blood on his thigh. No scar though. That’s a relief.

The flytraps on his hat die and fall off the sides of the brim, replaced by red and pink roses. They’re a strange burst of color against the muted gray fog of the cemetery, against the dead animal that Brooks is dragging into the center of the upside-down star. Tanner curls his fingers around my arms, keeping me in place as his shadow crawls over the sides of nearby tombs, 2D slithers of demon tails and a too long tongue.

Marlowe wears his shadow wings, reaching up to part his leather jacket so that I can see his abs and chest, too. Not a mistake. His coven sigil begins to glow green, and his entire body fills with light. We both broadcast beams of magic across the gravestones.

That cold, mean face of Lo’s breaks a little. He’s tough. He’s ruthless. He’ll do what needs to be done. But oh my, can that man love. He loves so hard and so fierce. Dennis and Miriam nearly destroyed him with their betrayal, and I … I might have to destroy him by one day leaving forever.

“That’s better,” Tanner whispers, nuzzling into my neck as Brooks rejoins us, bringing his shadow with him. It’s holding a small metal birdcage on the end of a chain, a silent yellow canary lying on the bottom. It’s either asleep or dead, I’m not sure. Brooks offers me a grim smile that reaches all of his many eyes, lifting up a stick of incense and blowing on the end to light it.

“Hurry and finish,” he says, gently enough.

Marlowe nods, and I sense a shift amongst the men. Something has changed between them. All of the animosity is … gone. It’s fled like the trapped spirits fled the Hag’s endless prison. That makes me so goddamn happy that I shine even brighter, and my coven sigil swirls with their mixed colors. The design throbs, an almost painful scar on a body that now heals instantly from every wound.

Lo pushes in all the way and holds me there with my lips pressed against his pelvis. My eyes tear up, but he knows just how long to keep me there before pulling out. He gives me a minute to breathe, and then he’s back in and doing it all over again. Plunging deep. Holding me with his entire cock between my lips.

I swallow around him, rock my tongue back and forth. I hum. He loves that, skin rippling with goose bumps and leather jacket rustling as he groans and rolls his head around on his neck. As I suck him, I think about how he stabbed himself to lure me out here. How easily it worked.

He would go all the way, wouldn’t he? Put himself on the brink of death to draw me out.

Damn it, these fucking Witchwood boys did me dirty. Are doing me dirty. Right now.

His orgasm is so quick, it makes the other two look lazy and slow. He spills all of that seed down my throat, leaving his shaft in place as I swallow. More of him drips out of me than either of the other two, hitting my breasts and rolling down between them in sticky stripes.

Marlowe takes a step back and Brooks frowns, moving forward and holding out the hand that isn’t clutching the incense stick.

“Spit,” he commands, and I do. I drop the bite guards into his palm and he clutches his fingers around them, burying them in the pocket of his own leather jacket. It’s different than Lo’s, less flashy with too many pockets and weird charms. I’ve never seen it before, but I like it. He looks hot as fuck in it. “Untie her.” He nods to Tanner, and the cuffs and rope are removed. I rub at my shoulders, cheeks going red. “Kate, get it all. Swallow as much as you can. The more, the better.”

Tanner stands up so that all three of them are surrounding me, watching as I swipe cum from my fingers and lick them clean. Dip those same fingers between my breasts to catch the rest. Suck them off.

“Shit,” Marlowe growls, frantically ruffling his hair. My wings are still bound and staked to the ground, but I’m able to stand. Turns out, I’m standing on the northernmost part of the inverted star, dead-center between two points. “You make it hard to focus on practical things, Kate.”

I glare at him. At all three of them, and then I pull the stakes out—easily.

“I could go fall Hag and attack you. This isn’t safe. Not for you or the girls. Let’s get this spell done as quickly as we can and then let me go again.”

They all laugh at me which drives me nuts.

“Get in position and wait for my instructions,” Brooks intones, walking over to stand beside Georgia. I look around and find Talia lying on the ground on the opposite side of a weeping angel. Tanner drags her to my feet before taking his own place in the east with Tacy. Marlowe is in the west with Fernanda.

Brooks’ antlered shadow passes the birdcage over to him. With the incense stick in one hand and the cage swinging from the other, he walks the shape of the pentagram, dressed in leather and a wilted hat and a determined frown. Our eyes snap together like metal buttons as he passes by, sealing the fabric of our intent.

Thank you, Brooks, I think, but I don’t dare say it outloud for fear of messing up the spell. He passes on the other side of me, and I give a violent shudder at his nearness. I can still taste the obscene flavor of him on my mouth, and my hat reacts by licking its lips. Tanner chuckles from his position in the east and Marlowe moves slightly, scuffing his boots on the ground and giving me the chills.

Across the circle, I spot Brooks’ sister—Sharyn—again. She’s signing at me, lifting her right hand up and poking the pointer finger of her left against her wrist as she makes a karate chop motion. Her spirit is a gossamer whisper against the gray and green backdrop, pits for eyes, and lips that mouth the words she’s trying to say with her hands.

“Five minutes,” she tells me, and I turn to look at Brooks as he continues his ritualistic walk. He hasn’t seen her. Neither has Tanner or Marlowe. When I look back, she’s gone, but somehow I get the idea that she’s trying to warn me. Five minutes for what? Until I lose consciousness again?

Brooks is swinging the birdcage from side to side, the rhythmic creak of the metal chain echoing in the silent space. He steps over a teenager clutching a pack of cigarettes, like maybe she snuck into the cemetery to smoke. He nudges her out of the pentagram as he passes, continuing that eerie hum.

The other boys join in, so I do, too.

And oh my fucking fuck, the sound of our voices raised together is enough to make me cry again. Fat tears drip down my cheeks as we hum, the air perfumed with an earthy incense (dragon’s blood, possibly?) and that same persistent sea fog.

Our leader continues moving through the cemetery, walking the shape of the star, an element I imagine he added in honor of Georgia’s coven. The blood that was used to draw the shape begins to glow like the four of us, adding a splash of red across tombs and sunken crypt doors and headstones.

The graveyard is bathed in the color of blood, the crescent moon is a silver hook, and I’m counting the seconds in my head. Five minutes, Sharyn said. I’m going to see if she’s warning me about the black out, if that’s what she’s been trying to tell me this whole time.

Brooks pauses in the center of our group, squatting down to place the end of the incense stick into some grave dirt. He holds up the birdcage with his other hand and then lets out a whistle. The canary in the cage snaps to, bouncing up to the wooden swing in the center and letting out a series of cheerful notes that echo strangely in the empty world.

The bird cocks its head back and forth, like it’s confused by the lack of response to its song.

Our Southwoods opens the door and releases the canary before setting the cage aside and standing up. He returns to his spot in the south and then faces the wolf carcass in the center of the circle.

Fire lifts along the design, tracing the lines of blood and taking over the pentagram. Talia and I are now bracketed between two short walls of flame. I realize belatedly that while this is an inverted pentagram, it’s also a set of triangles, like the ones that represent our directional symbols.

I lift my head suddenly and find Brooks across the circle, green eyes lit with dancing orange flames. You’re so clever. A scholar and an inventor. You’re a good man, Brooks McDowell. The spirits above us are crying, talking, wailing, a sea of chatter and sound. Some of them zip off, floating down the empty streets and past Victorian homes with dark windows and heavy curtains.

Other spirits float down and disappear into the earth in front of their respective graves. Sharyn appears behind Brooks, signing to me again. Three minutes, she tells me this time. Brooks glances over his shoulder, but she’s gone before he can spot her.

He turns back and lifts his arms, so I do the same.

“This part is just for you, Kate,” he tells me, arms still lifted in the air. “There are chalices at each cardinal point filled with red wine.” His mouth twists to the side in a smirk. “Spit into all four of them. You’ll drink the one in the north and we’ll handle the rest.”

My mouth twitches in annoyance. Seriously, Brooks? I take back my happy thoughts. You’re nothing but a perv and a weirdo.

“Or we could spend six days using my mentor’s model and likely run out of time to fix the gate before everyone wakes up.”

Brooks’ dry, derisive humour is exactly what I needed to hear. I pick up my own cup and, with a tired sigh, spit into the wine and then throw it back. It makes me gag, but I manage to get it all down.

I make my way to the East first, and Tanner holds out his goblet with a sly smile. He’s wearing a jacket, too, a brown leather half-jacket with gray fur trim on the neck and sleeves. His expression is sly, arm outstretched, eyes as gray as the fur on his coat.

I spit into the liquid without taking my gaze from his. Too dangerous.

“Ain’t a chore for me, kitten.” He downs the drink in a single swallow and doesn’t flinch. His lower lip has a shiny red stain that he flicks away with his tongue. The flirtation only lasts so long, and I watch as his face falls and then reforms into something cold and detached. That’s his hunter’s face. I’m now very familiar with that expression.

I squeeze his hand as I pass, heading South. The flames don’t hurt when I pass through them, but it’s disorienting. I find myself in front of Brooks, trying not to look at his face and ending up with his fingers on my chin. He forces me to look at him, and it’s very hard to breathe.

Here we are in this strange space where all I want to do is go home, and all I can do is flee.

Being the Hag Wytch is hell. It’s why the magic worked, why I was able to get three lives in exchange for one. I haven’t just given up my life; I’ve given up my eternity. My entire soul is forfeit, and I’d do it all over again.

“I’m not sorry for what I’ve done,” I tell Brooks before he can speak, and he narrows his eyes at me.

“You will be, after I fix all of this.” His shadow uses a clawed finger, spinning the shadowed digit in a circle to indicate the existential nightmare we find ourselves in. “You best believe that when I get my hands on your ass, I’m going to wreak havoc.”

“Stop it.” I slap his hand away, but he doesn’t let go. That’s okay. I didn’t want him to let go.

He holds the goblet up to my mouth, and I dutifully spit into it for him while meeting his eyes. He drinks it while doing the same, swiping his thumb over my lower lip before finally letting go.

Marlowe is last, eyes closed, dark hair lifted in an ethereal breeze. Tanner’s doing? Or just the wind off the dunes?

He cracks his gaze at my approach, and there’s so much sorrow in his eyes that I don’t know what to do with.

“When we get home, let’s redo that turret room. Turn it into a library or whatever it is you nerd girls like.” He tries to make a joke out of it, but it doesn’t work because his voice catches and then he’s scowling at me with one of his usual persnickety expressions and snatching my wrist in two strong fingers.

Lo drags me over to him and then snags his goblet off the top of a chipped granite monument. Our Bodies Are Gone, But Our Love Remains is chiseled into the side of it. A couple is buried here. Oh, God. Marlowe shoves the cup against my mouth, leaning in toward me and staring at my lips.

“Spit in it, Kate. I love the taste of your filthy mouth.”

I’d spit on him if I hadn’t watched him plunge a blade into his chest and die. I do it in the drink instead, the taste of their mixed cum still clinging to my lips. This is the point of all that, huh? Love it, Brooks, using a literal chalice. Very clever indeed. Maybe it’s both a praise and a condemnation?

Marlowe looks around the side of the goblet at me as he drinks, a bead of wine rolling down his face and along the strong column of his neck. I lunge forward and lick the stripe of red off without fully realizing what I’m doing. He’s that hot. He makes me do things I would never otherwise do.

It’s a mistake.

Salty sweat and healthy pulse and lifeblood and endless hunger—

I need—

A bite—

I throw myself back onto my ass, blood all over the lower half of my face, draining over my breasts. My hat-tongue hurts so bad it feels like I might pass out. My hat groans, the cone part convulsing around my head like it’s a mouth.

I’ve bitten off my hat-tongue. It darted between my teeth and Lo’s neck, saving his life. It’ll grow back … I think … but it really, really, really hurts. Some temporary sense has snapped back into me. The pain has cleared my head briefly.

I stand up and start running, causing all three of the men to move toward me.

“I’ve got it, but I’m running out of time!” I yell at them, watching as the fire covering the pentagram dies down and plants take over the shape, blooming in thick tufts along those blood-drawn lines.

Sharyn’s spirit counts down from sixty. I see her lips move, and I start to count with her.

Marlowe walks the circle with sweet-scented salt, his hat brim falling dangerously low over his right eye under the weight of too many earth-colored mushrooms. The pentagram freezes like a waist-high wall of ice.

Tanner melts it with the same golden oil the men used to consecrate me with on our first official day together. “Just so you know, this has got semen in it, too,” he whispers as he walks by, but I’m not surprised. Not at all. The pentagram blurs as salted fog rushes in to take its shape.

And then all of the elements die away and my girls begin to stir, yawning and groaning as they come to with clumps of moss or bits of mud stuck to their naked cheeks.

“What in the fucking hell is going on?” Georgia demands as Brooks stalks forward and uses the machete to slice some meat from the flank of the dead wolf. It’s still got silver fur clinging to the side with the skin. He tosses it at her and then turns, all of the eyes of his hat reorienting themselves so that he can look at all seven people around him at once.

The eyes on his face, he saves both of them for me.

“Eat the raw flesh. Now. All four of you or you’ll fall back asleep.” Brooks starts toward me, and then … nothing.
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Brooks

Marlowe follows Kate on his broom, chasing her from the cemetery with the tip of his hat flapping in the wind. Mushrooms fly off as he goes, smashing into the cement walls of the many tombs and crumbling into piles of glitter on the mossy grass.

The canary we woke up sings from somewhere nearby, and I can’t help but feel as if I’m missing something in its cheerful tune.

“Where is Kate going?” Georgia asks me, grabbing onto the front of my jacket. I curl my lips and shove her hands away, but she comes at me again and we end up in a minor scuffle. She’s talented, but she’s a hundred pounds of muscle smaller than I am. Too bad.

I put forcible space between us. This woman is strangely similar to me, but in a way that makes my skin crawl. We can be civil, but we will never be friends. We have clashing personalities, like two magnets with the same polarization. Repellent.

I will give Georgia credit for this: she’s got blood smeared across her mouth and she’s already eaten. The brunette is gagging as she tears off a piece of meat, silent tears sliding down her face. Tanner joins me, side-eying the pink-haired one as she looks around in awe.

“What … happened?” she breathes, studying the few remaining spirit orbs above our heads. Not jack-o’-lanterns with faces, like we used to see in the Witchwoods, but actual ghosts. My mentor could be out here somewhere. Sharyn. Goddamn, I haven’t had the headspace available to even think about that.

Step one, we woke a second coven. Step two, I need to write a spell that will push back Kate’s hunger or eliminate it. Then, we fix the gate and repair the broken worlds. Once we’ve done that, we’ll break the Hag Wytch curse—permanently.

I feel good, having a plan in place. But my stomach rumbles, and my throat gets dry and itchy at the distance between me and Kate. Me and Marlowe. Once all of this is taken care of, we’re back to sharing the same air at all times. Take showers together. Sleep together. Wake together. Eat together. Fuck and fuck and fuck and fuck and fuck.

I rub a hand down my face. Kate has no idea how sorry I’ll make her when this is over. I’m going to give myself some time after we seal the gate but before we break the curse where she’s no longer hungry but still immortal. I’ll spank her ass until it bleeds. Let it heal. Do it all over again.

I look at Georgia and try to figure out where to start.

“The Witchwoods took over the real world, huh? Bummer.” Talia sums it up perfectly without my needing to say a word. She reaches out to slap the glowing cap of a mushroom bigger than she is, but Tanner is there to snatch her wrist and keep her from killing herself.

“Lesson one, kid. Everything—and I mean everything—in the Witchwoods tries to kill you,” he says, releasing her quickly as she gapes back at him. The one called Tacy is crying openly now. The one called Fernanda is stealing a cigarette from the passed-out teenager.

Georgia sighs and sweeps her dark hair back from her face.

“Where. is. Kate. going?” she repeats, and I try not to bristle at the sound of her voice. She cares about my wife, and I’m glad for that. True friends are as rare as romantic soulmates. I’m lucky to have two in my own coven.

“Come with me, and I’ll explain over coffee.” I turn and exit the cemetery, the creaking gate the only sound in the damp night besides our own footsteps.
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Georgia rubs her temples in circles, sitting at our breakfast table with a cup of tea. I might not like her, but I’m a good host. She didn’t want coffee? Fine. I made tea. All of the women have been given food and drink and warmer clothes. I’m an asshole, but I’m not a—

Oh. I was going to say I’m not a monster. But I am.

My mother would be so proud.

I lean against the counter with my arms crossed, all of the lids on my hat’s eyes sagging. I’m exhausted. That was a huge spell, and I’m not completely immune to the Hag Wytch’s lullaby. It’s essentially a sleep spell, and I’m resistant to Kate’s because we’re coven. But damn, does it make me pray fervently for a nap.

“Kate is the Hag Wytch,” Georgia says for what could easily be the twelfth time. Literally. Not figuratively. Twelve times. I’m tired of hearing it.

“Yes.” I make myself stay calm as the teenager, Talia, digs into the pancakes, scrambled eggs, and venison steaks that Tanner made for us to eat. All food tastes like lead to me at this point, but I’m not stupid enough to pine so hard for Kate that I end up sabotaging myself. I’ll eat. Drink plenty of water. Sleep.

I have that yellow legal pad floating in the air on my left, the black marker squeaking as I scrawl whatever random thoughts cross my mind. Hunger. My mentor had spells for staving off hunger. Useful for when resources are low. It’s costly and painful, but it works quick. How could I modify that?

The eyes on my hat close briefly to give me space to think.

Her spell calls for two fingers and two toes (the witch’s own digits, not someone else’s), but it’ll keep a person fed for six weeks. She has extensive notes on the versions performed by the coven that she sent home. It didn’t work with only one finger or one toe. Costly. Painful. Debilitating.

A terrible spell.

I’m nibbling at my thumbnail and I realize that Georgia is talking again. I wish she’d pipe down, so I could get this spell finished. Nothing is more important than this spell.

I turn my head to look at her, and she frowns at me.

“Put us to work. What do we need to do?” she asks, rising to her feet and fixing that ridiculous hat of hers. I’ll be shocked if those things ever grow sentient. I purposefully blink all of my eyes in random order. They’re dry and tired, so they make this horrible sticky sound as I blink that causes Tacy to flinch. Poor Tacy. She wasn’t built for this world the way that Kate was.

“For starters, be quiet and give me some time to think.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Georgia says, turning to Tanner like she thinks he’ll be easier to deal with. Smart decision. He is.

“We can handle Kate on our own. She’s our North, after all,” he says, and his voice is like a blade of ice, daring Georgia to argue with him. He takes a bite of toast, wolf ears flattened against the brim of his hat. His shadow is crouched on top of the refrigerator, tails swaying as he observes the foreign coven in our kitchen.

My shadow is pulling away, trying to suck back into my body to get away from the foreign shadows in the room. Georgia and her caribou antlers. Tacy and her curly tails. Fernanda with the pixie wings. Talia with her sheep horns.

“Kate is our childhood friend. I’ve known her since forever.” Georgia stands up straight and throws her shoulders back. “We’ll help. Surely two covens can get the job done better than—”

“No.” My voice is sharp-edged. “You’ll need all of this time and then some to prepare for your own spell. For today, eat and shower and rest up so you’re in prime condition to cast. Tomorrow, I’ll give you a list of spell ingredients that you’ll need to collect.”

I walk away and somehow find myself in our bedroom, sitting down on the edge of the bed with a sigh. I take off my hat and ruffle up my red and black hair, lifting my head to stare into the mirror above the dresser.

The legal pad floats beside me, scratching out notes.

For the ten months I was alone in the Witchwoods, I experimented with my mentor’s spells, read all her books, learned the fundamentals. For example, if you want to unlock a door, you need an item that opens, like one of those many-fanged shellfish that live in the Witchwoods creeks. A faerie door stolen from the base of a tree. A witch mouth that opens for a kiss with tongue.

It’s all about adaptation, learning what the magic wants and finding something bigger and better to feed it with.

Fingers and toes. This spell needs sacrifice, personal sacrifice. In my mentor’s version, she’s using the witch’s own body parts like cannibalism in a cauldron. How do we replace that in a way that’ll settle the stomach of the Hag Wytch?

“If Kate’s hunger is loneliness instead of flesh, how do we replicate that sacrifice?” I mumble as Tanner walks into the room, taking his hat off and sitting beside me on the bed. He sits closer than would be normal for two platonic friends. Even puts his hand on my leather-clad thigh.

“What is it that we’re feeling right now?” he asks, and even though he’s not wearing his hat, the ears fold awkwardly at the sounds from downstairs. For days, we’ve been living in complete silence, the only living things on the planet that are awake. The women and their clinking china and their chatter feel so loud. I can’t concentrate.

I fling my hand out and our bedroom door slams shut.

“Feeling now?” I repeat, trying to parse his meaning from his question. I rub at my chest, at that yawning chasm that opens whenever our coven is separated. It’s like a heart attack and strangulation and slow poisoning all at once. Loneliness.

Something we could give up. Fingers and toes. Cannibalism in a cauldron.

The eyes on my hat blink again, that sticky sound making me cringe. Absently, I tug the nightstand drawer open and draw out a bottle of eye drops. I start with the largest eye and work my way through the rest, sighing as my pen writes down: forced separation, stretching coven bonds.

“Fuck.” It clicks all of a sudden, and I turn to Tanner with what I hope is an appropriate look of awe and appreciation.

“You figured it out?” he says, and his voice is wary, like he isn’t sure what the expression on my face is supposed to be. “I was hoping to give you a prompt, but—”

“Come with me. Now.” I stand up and toss my hat into the air, trusting my shadow to arrange it nicely on my hair. It uses shadow fingers to tug that black-streaked swoop of bang out from underneath the brim, letting it spring against my forehead the way Kate likes. “I’ve got an idea.”
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The forest floor is soaked with blood, and my stomach churns at the sight.

This is the spot where Kate’s body fell, her severed arm landing on top of her. The ground is still wet and spongy from all of that liquid, a cluster of bright green moss soaked through and stained. Looking at it reminds me how close we came to total disaster. Compared to losing Kate, to her losing us, these problems we’re dealing with now are nothing.

“Gather as much of the blood as you can. Scrape droplets off the tree bark. Pull up plants. Dig up dirt.” My shadow swoops low, holding the wicker shopping basket that’s shaped like Kate’s plump ass.

“God, I love that pussy basket,” Tanner murmurs, giving me a small smile. Doesn’t affect a single other part of his face. He’s not happy. He’s not carefree. But he’s good at pretending. “Did you notice that when we tease Kate, she relaxes a little? Stops thinking so hard about the curse. There’s something to that, I’ll bet.”

“I’ll bet you’re right,” I tell him as we both get to work, harvesting our own grief and loneliness from the stoic scene in a place that isn’t quite the Witchwoods, that isn’t quite the McKay tract, but a hybrid of the two.

Dark orange fungi cling to the trunks of trees, and purple fungi with green stripes grow upside down from a large branch. The body of a brown deer is collapsed on its side in slumber. Another one with antlers made of crystal, catching a stray shaft of sunlight, also sleeping. The canopy above our heads is thick, shading us in grayscale darkness, but the sun is there. Somewhere, above and beyond these trees, the sun is there. The sea, too. I can smell it.

I can also smell Kate, and I let myself feel it. The pain of hearing her scream. The horror of her blood spattering across my boots. The cold, empty yawning inside of me when she passed. Our coven bond was brittle and frayed, threatening to break. Threatening to drop us both over the edge of a cliff into sad, lonely oblivion.

Tanner and I work in grim, tense silence, sponging the woods of our lover’s blood.

“Please tell me this ends happily for us,” Tanner murmurs, looking up at the dark branches overhead as we walk. While everything is asleep, the Witchwoods are still dangerous. Poisonous mushrooms, like the one that Talia almost touched. Bell-shaped flowers filled with an acidic digestive acid. Vines with six inch thorns.

“Of course it will. Did you even need to ask?” I flick my tongue against my teeth in annoyance, walking behind our shadows as they drag the heavy basket in the direction of the cottage. The extra eyes on my hat scan the woods for danger as Tanner checks the trees, frowning. “Something up there?” I ask him, going stiff.

He wouldn’t look up for no reason.

“Ghost, maybe,” he says, but if Tanner is wary then I’m wary, too. Always trust the skills of your team, and this is what Tanner does best. Hunting. “Ghosts, plural, possibly.”

I stop walking, and he does the same. We look at each other.

“I don’t have time for this.” I mean that. I don’t. If my mentor and my sister are around, they’ll have to wait. Both of them would understand.

We start walking again, leaving the basket outside when we arrive at the cottage. Inside and down the stairs, the pair of us face our emotions as we look at the scene again.

Since Tanner knows we need to grieve for the spell ingredients to work, he lets himself feel it all. Hits his knees on the floor, hands limp against his thighs, gaze on the ruined spell circle and all of the blood. It’s still fresh and hot and liquid. Something about the Hag’s lullaby stops decomposition. Meat and fruit don’t spoil while we sleep. We don’t age. And yet time is obviously passing.

I lower myself to the ground and lean back against the wall, closing all of my eyes to take it in. There’s no time. That voice whispers in the back of my head, but I don’t listen to it.

Spell ingredients. Place of immense grief, pain, and loneliness. Here I am, feeling it all. Marlowe will need to come back and do his part before it’ll work. As soon as I’m done here, I’ll switch places with him and spend my time chasing after Kate.

However it works—even if she is a person-eating owl monster with a human face—we’ll be here for her. We’re coven, and coven is forever.

I open my eyes, and let my hat cry again. I collect the tears in a jar. Then Tanner and I begin the laborious process of gathering our mixed blood off the floor. I pick up the knives we used to stab ourselves with and turn them over, examining the gems in the hilts. Blue, purple, and red. There’s a fourth matching blade in one of the cabinets. It has a green gem.

I pack the knives up, my mind working like that floating notepad. Scribbling ideas. Figuring things out. Necessity is the mother of invention, and my necessity is so great that all I can do is invent my way out of this. Write new spells. Test fresh theories. Do things my mentor never did.

On my way out of the cottage, her spirit appears to me, materializing to the left of the front door. I’m the one who starts up the conversation, speaking in her native language. I also start off by being a colossal dick when that’s really the last thing I want to do.

“I really don’t have the time right now. I have to save the woman I love.” A pause from me. “My North.”

My mentor smiles with black-inked lips, mouthing silent words at me.

“You knew the Hag Wytch was from my coven, didn’t you?” she asks, and I sigh, turning to look at her with Tanner at my back. He folds one wolf ear down, pricks the other, and leans around me to get a better look at her.

“Sorry the circumstances aren’t better, or I’d stick around and chat.” Tanner gives a two-finger salute, showing off the coven ink on his hand. The inverted wolf. The ram skull. The double tails. My mentor knows who he is right away, and her face crinkles, pleased to see me with a coven of my own.

“I like your East. You are very lucky.” Her turn to pause, tilting her head at me like she’s disappointed. The tattoos on her ghostly face are in grayscale. Long earrings made of bone. A black pointed hat dripping with charms. A feathered cloak over a black dress.

I see it all now, even though she’s as gauzy and transparent as the fog. That wrinkled old face, that matter-of-fact press of lips. There was a reason she lived alone in the woods. That she didn’t want to form a coven with me. She didn’t need one: she already had one. Once a coven, always a coven.

“Thank you.” I’m sincere when I say that. She nods, and then her face tightens, pit-eyes turning to black slits.

“But this situation could go sour for you quickly, like it did for us. Stop following that North around. She is right: fix the gate and keep her caged.”

“You failed your South. I’m not going to fail my North.” I stay where I am, knowing that we’re losing precious seconds but also understanding that she’d only appear if this was it. Wherever it is that spirits go, that’s where she’ll be headed, no longer trapped inside her own coven mate.

Kate has changed a lot of lives by being selfless.

“You can’t break this curse with magic,” the old woman explains, peering at me with the unwavering confidence of the dead. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

That irks me. I feel like I know better. You don’t always, Brooks. Listen carefully.

“If I can’t break it with magic, I’ll find someone to take Kate’s place,” I warn my mentor, but she just shakes her head. Her hair is this complicated knot on the back of her head that I never could figure out.

“Your North will suffer, no matter what. She has to, or the spell comes unraveled. Take my advice and stay away from her until it’s over. Once our South had eaten the other members of our coven, I never saw my friend emerge again. It was just me and a mindless, starving owl.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I reply, truly thankful for the advice. This information will help me finalize the details for the hunger spell. If Kate isn’t trying to eat us, then she can be with us, and we can use the power of a full coven to do whatever needs doing.

This is how we climb out of the dark well we’re drowning in.

“Goodnight, Southwoods,” my mentor says, and that’s it. She’s gone. Forever. She did not, even in the final moment, offer me her name. Because she’s right: she failed her coven and didn’t deserve one.

I’ll have to see if I’m worthy of mine.

I quite like being Mr. Poppy.
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Kate

I’m eating someone’s heart.

A person’s heart.

The only positive is that it’s definitely not from Tanner, Brooks, or Marlowe.

I yelp and draw back, dropping the organ onto the pavement with a wet, bloody slap. My eyes dart around as I try to remember where I am and what I’m doing here. I need to figure out what I’m … eating. Who, who I’m eating. My attention drops back to the man on the ground. His neck has been torn out. He’s gutted. He’s not the only dead person around me.

I spin in a circle, wings flying out behind me. My feathers rustle as the wind rushes down the street of the trailer park I’m now standing in. Same trailer park where we kidnapped the scummy child predator for my girls’ spell.

God, the girls.

Did we wake them up? Did I hurt them? I couldn’t bear that.

“What the fuck have I done?” I whisper, pausing as I notice Marlowe peering at me from the roof of a nearby trailer. I suspect that the guys are not only hunting me, but also herding me back and forth over the city so that I never get the chance to leave.

Not that I’d leave anyway.

I need to be near the Witch’s Tree, so the men can trap me there once they reopen it.

You know … just as soon as I can get them to understand that.

“Eaten several dozen pedos, that’s what.” Marlowe is casual, frowning at me as he sits with one leg stretched out in front of him, the other leg bent at the knee. He leans closer, elbow slung across that knee, and tilts his head at me. His dark eyes are almost brown, tender. Why can’t they be that unfeeling black that they usually are? No pupil. Pure demon. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Kate. Everybody needs to eat—even the Hag Wytch. We’re curating the people you dine on. Don’t worry too much.”

Rage surges through me—but only at myself.

I’m so happy to see him. I want to talk to him so badly. More than anything, I want to crawl into his lap and feel his lips against my temple. I want to fight with Marlowe, and snuggle Marlowe, and be fucked by Marlowe.

I just want him, period.

But … I can’t.

“What happened?” I demand again, struggling to come up with a new and convincing argument that’ll get them to leave. Part of me thinks that I should just … I should … I slap both hands over my mouth, trying to stop the flow of words that are hitting the back of my throat like a white river. Too many rapids.

“We successfully woke your friends up. They’re safe and sound. Don’t worry about them.”

I swallow as he stands up, moving closer to the edge of the roof to study me. His eyes are black again, like a shark’s.

I take a step back, folding my wings in close to my body. It’s insane how quickly I got used to them. Even weirder that my mouth is covered in blood, tongue tingling with the taste of copper, and I care more about Marlowe than the predators I just ate—raw.

I just … as the Hag Wytch … an owl …

I, Katelynn Poppy, am the person-eating forest god.

Marlowe smirks.

“It’s adorable, this savior bullshit you’re trying to pull off, but we’re not letting you sacrifice yourself for us. It’ll never happen, Kate.” He hops off the roof and still, I don’t run.

I don’t run because I want to be caught.

I’m panting now, hands fisted at my sides.

“I want you, Lo. I want you so, so bad. But I love you more than that, enough to destroy my own life and my happiness to make sure you can have yours.” I don’t mean to say that much, but it all spills out, all of those rapids smashing into rocks and drowning the boat of my impossible hope.

The hope that they will save me. That as long as I don’t eat them, we’ll be okay. The only thing I have to do is not eat them (or the girls). Everything else will be fine.

Marlowe works his jaw, shifting his dark gaze to the side. His attention drops to another corpse, one whose genitals were bitten off.

“Fitting punishment.” He turns back to me, and there’s brown in his eyes again. “There is no life without you. There is no happiness. I don’t care if it sounds manipulative: if you die, I’m killing myself. Period.”

“Marlowe—” I start, worried that he might try something insane again. Like stabbing himself. Not okay. Of course I’ll come, and they have to understand why I’m running from them. They get to see what I’m like when I fall unconscious. “Am I … do I look like an owl when I pass out?”

I look up at him, but he just stares back at me with a hat covered in voodoo lilies.

“What’s your middle name?” he asks abruptly, and I take a sudden step back, curving my wings around my shoulders like a jacket. He sees that and smiles stupidly, but his eyes are black again. “Seems insane that we’re in this space where I’d not only die for you, but risk getting my spirit eaten, and I don’t know your middle name. So what is it, Katelynn?”

“Fernon,” I murmur without meaning to. This isn’t going to help, entertaining them like this. I’m glowing already, just by looking at him. Marlowe makes this hissing sound under his breath and he starts to glow, too.

“Come home for fifteen minutes. Have some of Brooks’ cookies.” His voice cracks, and I take another step back, pushing my wings around me until I’m completely cocooned in feathers. “Hell, fuck, you’re as cute a griffin as you were a witch.”

“I am not a griffin,” I huff, as outraged as my crazy hat. It’s lapping up the blood from my face and hands, and it loves it. I pretend not to notice when the hat grabs some entrails from the ground with a long curl of tongue and pops them into a mouth on the cone. “I’m a witch. Always a witch.”

“Fifteen minutes.” Marlowe leans down, hands on his hips, this cocky playboy look on his face that I have never seen before. Oh, wow. He really is hot as fuck. I’m going to make another mistake. This is the problem with men that are this handsome.

“I won’t force you,” he adds gently, foot slipping a little in some intestines that’ve slipped out of the dead body. I giggle and slap both hands over my mouth, and he gives me a wry look and a shake of his head. “Shit, that’s gross, Kate. Do you gotta make a mess every time you eat? How are we supposed to clean this all up before we fix the gate?”

“You’ll fix the gate?” I ask, wings spreading wide with my excitement. Marlowe blushes a little and then licks his lower lip, flicking his eyes up the length of me.

“I’m glad your hat-tongue grew back,” he teases, and I nod. I was worried about that, too. Guess my hat is as immortal and untouchable as I am. We are one. Girl, shadow, hat. Witch.

“Thanks.” I swallow nervously, existing in a living nightmare like it’s nothing.

Because of him. Everything else I can deal with because he’s here.

“Nice dress,” he says, and I shift in discomfort. My last pair of overalls ended up soaked in blood, so I stopped by Fernanda’s for an emergency change of clothes. This black cotton dress with the white collar, it might be like a Wednesday Addams dress or something.

“Thanks, but … you know I can’t come home. I want to, but I can’t.” I sound like I might cry, standing in a frosty graveyard filled with fog and corpses. We’re right next to the bay, so everything is dull and in desperate need of a paint job. There are barnacles on the cement post to my left. The ocean is right there behind Marlowe, just past the dock.

This is not the best part of town, but it doesn’t matter because we’re witches and the world is asleep. I like it. If I could have cookies at home, I’d love it.

Sharyn appears for me again, sitting cross-legged on the roof of the mobile home where I first saw Marlowe. She signs to me, and even though I still don’t know what she wants, I can read her lips. One hour, she tells me, and I bite my lip.

Seems like she does have some idea of when I’m going to change. That’s useful. I side-eye Marlowe. He holds up both hands, palms out and takes a step back from me this time. The sea breeze loves his hair as much as I do, tangling salty fingers in it and tousling it around his face.

“We’ll let you keep running while we work these spells behind the scenes. But we’re also going to keep an eye on you. Not sure about you, but the coven pull is making me sick. No way we’d leave you all alone to deal with that.”

“It’s …” I have no way to refute that. It’s awful. I’m so goddamn miserable without them, it’s actually a relief when I black out. I close my eyes. “Yes, but, how the fuck am I the only one out of the four of us that sees what a bad idea it is for you guys to be around me? I’m stronger than all three of you put together. I can’t die. All that can happen is that I hurt you, kill you, eat you. Work your spells, please, but let me go in the meantime.”

“Okay,” he says simply, and I open my eyes as my hat searches around for tidbits on the ground. My stomach rumbles, and I find myself licking the blood off my own lips. Marlowe watches the motion and then lifts sincere eyes to my face. This isn’t even love-spell Marlowe, this is something beyond that. His eyes are brown and tender. “Come home and have cookies for as long as you can. When you’re ready, we’ll let you leave and keep chasing after you. We have a second full coven on hand now, so it’s only a matter of time.”

“A matter of time to fix the gate?” I clarify, and Marlowe nods, calling his shadow and his broom with a snap of his fingers. He sits on the length of wood and crosses his arms. “You coming or not?” He takes off, trailing leaves and purple petals behind him.

I look around at the carnage, at the sad lonely sea, and I can’t resist. It’s cold out this morning, and the thought of my grandma’s house, my men, my friends, some homemade cookies … it’s too much.

It’s all just too fucking much.
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I creep in through the front door with Marlowe waiting on the grass behind me like he promised.

“Hello?” I call tentatively, heart racing, sweat pouring down my face. I might be a cannibalistic owl creature, but I’m super nervous right now. Mostly because of Georgia.

“Katelynn Poppy.” She appears in the doorway to the kitchen looking as stern and bossy as Brooks, but her face softens when she sees the look on mine. “Honey, come here.” She walks into the foyer with her arms opened for a rare hug, but I don’t dare.

“I don’t want to get my mouth anywhere near your neck,” I tell her. I mean for it to come out as a joke, but it makes the atmosphere even sadder and darker than it already was. I move into the room so that Marlowe can join us and shut the front door. It’s nice and warm in here. A fire crackles in the living room fireplace, and the whole house smells like butter and sugar.

“Kitten.” There’s Tanner, leaned up against the wall next to the kitchen. The wolf ears on his hat are at attention, and his pupils are dilated. He stays very still, taking note of my stiff body and my taut muscles. I’m poised to fight, to escape, if need be. He knows that.

“Marlowe promised he wouldn’t touch me,” I say, looking past Georgia to make certain that Tanner’s going to behave himself. “Not you either. Or Brooks.”

Tanner gives me a look, sucking his lower lip under his teeth and scraaaping them over the plump pink flesh. He wets his lips, and I want to cry.

“Yeah, no. I won’t touch you, kitten. You’re safe.” He stays where he is, wearing leather pants and a loose t-shirt that droops over one shoulder. It’s a super old tee, from my only year playing soccer. Has the team name printed on the front and all the donor businesses on the back. I’ve had it for years, and it’s holey and plain, but Tanner makes it look like a sex toy. “Same rule as we had in the beginning: I won’t touch you if you don’t touch me.”

“It’s a deal we’re all willing to make,” Marlowe murmurs, standing way too close to me all of a sudden. I trip on the rug in an effort to get away from him and fall into Georgia’s arms on accident. Her neck looks delicious, and—

I jerk back and fall over a basket of umbrellas, more wings and anxiety than witch or woman. Georgia sighs and holds out a hand to help me up. She lifts the hag stone that Marlowe gave her—a stone with a hole in the center—and peers at me through it.

I choke a little, dizziness sweeping over me.

“Stop that, Kate.” Georgia lowers the hag stone and offers me her hand. “You’re not going to eat me. Relax.”

“I’m only staying as long as I feel comfortable,” I tell her, getting up on my own and hoping so fervently that this isn’t a dream that I could cry. I could scream. I could gut two-dozen pedophiles and feast—Ugh. Stop, Kate. Just stop. Stay calm.

“We won’t ask for more than that.” Brooks appears in an apron of all things, holding up a sugar cookie shaped like a pumpkin. It’s iced beautifully, green stem and leaves and a little twirly vine. Orange glaze for the body. Little black triangles for its jack-o’-lantern face. He wiggles it at me like the tease he is. “We’re coming into fall now. It’s time for Halloween treats.”

My mouth waters.

I want that cookie so badly.

But then, can my taste buds be trusted? They’re not exactly discerning. I already gorged on a dozen scumbags today. Thought those were tasty while I was chowing down.

I move forward cautiously and take the cookie, biting into it as Brooks’ hat stares down at me and he moves aside so that I can enter the kitchen.

“Welcome back,” Talia says with a grin and a nod, her long blue hair hanging on either side of her face. I can finally see her coven tattoos since she’s wearing a crop top. There’s a flower curling up from beneath her shorts, over her hip and rib cage, and then disappearing under the top. Looks like a foxglove which makes sense. It’s Georgia’s favorite.

“Oh, Kate.” Fernanda stands up from her chair with pink pixie hair and black pixie wings, a spellbook clutched to her chest. There’s a plate of owl cookies on the table in front of her. Har. Owl cookies? For real, guys?

I’m suspicious.

I nibble on the cookie as I edge around the table with my back to the counter, keeping all seven of them in sight. Tacy raises a brow, but she doesn’t comment on my strange behavior.

“We’ve all been so worried about you,” she says, but I shake my head, finishing my cookie off and trying to resist the urge to lick my fingers. Can’t help it. The men are all staring at me, and Talia gags.

“You know those cookies have cum in them, don’t you?” she tells me, with that teenage disgust thickening her voice. “We can’t eat any because, you know, fucking gross as fuck. I’m glad my Southwoods doesn’t write spells like that.”

“Dare you to get something done quicker than we can,” Marlowe shoots back, walking past the table and over to the tray of cookies on the counter. He picks one up and shows it to me, like there’s no tension in this room. Like it doesn’t feel weird and crazy that we’re in the same space and yet we can’t touch. We can’t truly be happy.

While I’m grateful for every nanosecond we have together, it’s also a reminder of everything I’ve lost. I could’ve had this. I almost had this.

“Have another. You need to eat at least three for this spell to work. Go on.” Marlowe offers the cookie out to me, and I see that it’s a little ghost with boo written across its middle and black pits for eyes. How appropriate. I take it with a sigh and bite its head off.

“Do you want to sit?” Georgia asks, giving Talia a look, like she wants her to move out of my north chair.

“No, I’m good here,” I tell her, keeping the sliding glass doors at my back. If I need to make an escape, this is the best way to do it. In fact … I step back and open the glass, just to test the men, to see if they’ll stop me.

They don’t. Good sign. I approve.

I turn back and lean against the wall, using my wings as a cushion. I finish my cookie and absently select another, lifting it to my mouth before I realize that it’s a dick. It’s a glazed dick cookie. It’s … a cockie?

“Fucking cumcakes and cockies?” I say, exasperated, and Tanner snorts.

“New slang terms. I’m going to say that whenever I’m pissed off from now on. Which is now, really, if you ask me. I don’t like this plan, Kate. I told Marlowe and Brooks from the very first second that I was against it.”

“Against not chasing me?” I say, knowing that I’m going to stick that delicious glazed sugar cock in my mouth and love it. It’s yummy. And if we need it for a spell then … uh … two birds, one stone? I look at Marlowe and he cocks his head.

“He wanted us to take you by force,” Lo admits, and I roll my eyes.

“We’re working on fixing the gate,” Georgia promises. I’m sure she’s heard from my coven how important that is to me. If the world wakes up at the next new moon, it’ll be hell on earth. Humans don’t handle strange events well. And this is … well, there are skyscraper-sized trees everywhere. Sticking out of the waters of the bay. On the beach. Speared through roads and parking lots.

It’s a huge mess. We won’t be able to fix everything. Or even most of it.

But we can close the gate.

“This is harder than it looks,” Fernanda tells me, sitting back down and opening the book in her hands. “Find a place of grief and lament the loss of something you hold dear. Collect six items of sentimental value.” She looks up and bites her lip, her shadow pouting on the cabinets behind her. “Choose something that represents rebirth or regrowth, and then kill it.”

I snort. Sounds like a list that Brooks wrote. I glance over at him, leaned up against the stove and staring at me. If these cookies were made with cum, and they’re part of the spell the guys are casting, then what’s my contribution?

“I don’t need to kiss these to activate them?” I joke, pointing at the pile of cookies while still staring at Brooks. Tanner shakes his head and looks away, but both wolf ears are swiveled back and pointing at me. He stares into the living room and out the window, like he sees something of interest outside.

That freaks me out. What could there be in this sleepy world that’s worse than I am?

“Your portion of this particular spell was to eat. You’ve done that already. Consented to the magic. Nice work, North. The cookies will put you to sleep temporarily.” Brooks smiles grimly, arms folded, hat eyes narrowing. His shadow is standing halfway in the ceiling, with just its feet exposed. All it does is float there.

So. Creepy.

“Wait. Put me to—” I start, terror lancing through me as I look over at Marlowe. He catches his lip under his teeth and raises his dark brows.

“Tanner didn’t like the plan because he didn’t think we should lie to you, Kate.” Lo seems to find this really funny. “Too late. And the end always justifies the means, right?”

“So you’re saying that I’m equally justified in my actions? Good to know,” I shoot back at him, turning to run … feeling sleepy … hitting my knees on the moist, mossy wood of the back deck. Brooks squats down beside me, reaching out to touch my face.

“You know how everyone borrows my fire magic for fun? Well, we borrowed the Hag Wytch’s sleep magic. You’re still part of our coven, Kate. What’s yours is ours, and what’s ours is mine.”

“That’s not—”

I fall into a beautiful dream.

My friends and my husbands in the kitchen together. Tea and coffee and cookies. Mums in pots on the deck for autumn. Magic and adrenaline and a challenge.

These men are a challenge, and I love it.
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Kate

I’m gagged.

That’s the first thing I notice when I come to. Second thing is that Tanner’s behind me, rutting away with his strong hands clamped on my hips, moaning unashamedly. His voice is loud as it echoes across the beach, obscene. Inappropriate.

It’s mid-day and there are few enough Witchwoods trees around that we’re getting sun. It sparkles off the sea as I groan behind the gag between my teeth, something made of iron, sturdy and backed by a chain that holds it around my head.

I’m bent over a driftwood log, and I’m being railed to within an inch of my life. I scream behind the gag, but only because it feels so fucking good. Tanner is warm and hard, and waking up with him inside of me is never a bad thing.

Yes, yes it is a bad thing, Kate! I tell myself, but I’m gagged. That’s good, right? Can’t bite ‘em. Bound, too, with a pair of iron handcuffs. I can tell that’s what they are because they tingle around my wrists.

“You awake, baby?” Tanner asks, pausing the wild motion of his hips as he leans around to peer at me. We make eye contact, and I blush furiously all over when I see how handsome he is with his silver scar catching the light. His bisected brow lifts, a tiny bone pierced through it that I’ve never seen before. “Oh, how fun. The other two boys had their fill and blew their loads in you while you were still asleep.” He leans down and licks the side of my face with a too-long tongue, and my hat licks him right back. “I can hear your heartbeat, Kate. I know how much you like the idea of them climaxing in you while you were passed out.”

And I do. It’s so messed-up, but I get off on it and they know that. Tanner plays it up for me, rocking his hips against my ass in time with the crash of the waves.

“You’re a dirty, filthy mess, Kate.” He smacks my ass, using a finger to trace the spread of my pussy around his cock. Drawing lines through the wetness dripping down my thighs, tracing his way back up to my ass. Tanner uses Brooks’ and Marlowe’s cum to push that single finger inside of me, and I groan against the gag again, thrashing around as boots appear in the sand in front of me.

Marlowe squats down, wearing sunflowers on his hat that are too heavy to sit upright. They hang over the brim, big and bright and cheerful. He looks into my eyes as my hat slaps him in the cheek with its tongue, and I taste all of the emotions I’ve been so careful to avoid.

Love. Determination. Fear and anxiety and strength and lust and relief.

He gives a soft laugh, reaching out to touch my face with gentle fingers that make no sense compared to the rough fuck I’m getting from behind. Tanner crooks his fingers and strokes my inner wall, massaging his own dick in the process. I’m gagged and bound, but not because I don’t want to be here.

They know that, too.

“If you can figure out my emotions for me, I’d welcome that.” Marlowe tilts his head before lifting his eyes from mine to Tanner’s. “Ready for part two?”

“I’m so ready,” Tanner moans, massaging my hip with one hand and thrusting into my ass with the other. He unloads inside my pussy, his seed mixing with the other two men. I haven’t come, but that’s fine. I should just go.

I need to leave as soon as possible.

Tanner pulls out of me with a grunt, taking his finger with him and leaving me empty and wanting and sad. We’re on a beautiful beach in good weather, all by ourselves. The sun is out. The Witchwoods foliage adds to the atmosphere rather than detracts from it. Bound I might be, but I manage to turn myself over, sitting on the log with cum dripping out of me.

The ocean is punctured with a forest of giants, trees so tall that their tops stick out of the water despite its depth. Huge coral structures that look like modern art sculptures made out of bone. Glowing beds of brightly colored algae that rest on the surface, swaying with the motion of the water. Green. Purple. Pink.

It looks like a painting.

“Hello, Kate.” Brooks is staring down at me, stern-faced and serious. “Did you enjoy the cockies? I love how trusting you are, but my God, I’m glad you didn’t end up with a coven full of even worse monsters.”

There’s a blanket in front of the log that Marlowe settles on while Tanner stands off to one side, naked cock shining under the light, wet and filthy. I look away, blushing, clenching my teeth around the iron bit. If I tried harder, I could snap it in half. I curl my wings around me to hide my nakedness.

The dress I borrowed from Fernanda is bunched up above my bare tits. My bra and panties are long-gone. Probably cut off or torn off and thrown away. I cover myself in feathers, but it doesn’t work for long.

Marlowe takes me by the hips and drags me off the log to join him on the blanket, my naked thighs spread around him while he sits on his knees in front of me. My hat is like a happy puppy, licking him and filling me with his mixed-bag emotions.

“Remember what I promised you, Kate? Way back when?” Lo’s naughty lips twist up in a crooked smile as Tanner and Brooks prepare a circle of flowers around us. Laying out bones. Laying out dead (or sleeping) butterflies. The shape and the ingredients, they remind me of the spell used to bring me back to life, and I hate it.

I shake my head.

“I said I’d go down on your freshly fucked pussy, suck you off, and give it all back.” He works his jaw a little, and my hat detects some trepidation. A little disgust. Determination. “Only, instead of spitting it into your mouth, we have other shit to do.”

“We’re consecrating the West.” Brooks uses his shadow to point out at the sea, working on the spell prep as he talks. “After this, we’ll do the East. Then the North. South is our final destination. This is a big spell circle, the biggest I’ve ever made. By the time we’re finished, it’ll stretch an hour from north to south, and an hour from east to west.”

I nod, eyes downcast, my skin hot. My cunt is throbbing, and each contraction of my muscles pushes their mixed release out of me and onto the blanket. Marlowe looks down at it, and then back up at me.

“Having you around makes everything so much better,” he admits, breathless. “Making those stupid cookies was hell without you. Just me and these guys, jerking off to thoughts of you. It was sad, Kate.” Marlowe leans in toward me, putting one palm on the blanket between my legs and getting too close to my face. “You don’t want to turn us into pathetic simps, do you? Because we’ll never stop. The more you resist, the worse we look.”

I make a noise at him, one that I’m not sure even I can interpret. It sounds a bit like a plea. But am I pleading with them to let me run … or to save me?

I’m terrified. I’m scared. I willingly paid the price, but … I’m afraid. And they know that part most of all.

“May as well get this over with,” Tanner grumbles, rubbing at the blond stubble on his chin. He has this expression on his face that looks pained. There are so many reasons to be pained on this beautiful late summer afternoon that I don’t think too much about it.

“May as well.” Brooks sighs as both he and Tanner take their positions in the south and the east. I’m in the west with Marlowe.

Lo reaches up to grab either side of his hat brim, tugging down on it. His mouth is crooked, his eyes on my pussy and not my face. I should slam my legs closed, use my cursed strength to get free, and take off.

I open for him and he groans, dropping down to his palms on the lumpy surface of the blanket. With the sand underneath, it’s wonky, with pits in places and hills in others, but it also shifts with my movement. When I lean back on my elbows, putting my head against the side of the log, the earth shifts with me.

“Oh, fuck,” Marlowe moans, closing his eyes and then grabbing onto my hips like a man in the midst of an exorcism. His sharp, angry mouth takes me whole, lips spread over as much of my pussy as he can take. He sucks on my vulva while flicking his eyes up to mine, tongue dancing over my clit. I hump his face, and he loves it, dark eyes narrowing on me in a way that promises I’ve seen nothing from him yet.

As soon as we get this Witchwoods gate issue sorted out, the four of us need to have a long talk.

I’m already nervous for that.

I’m hopeful, too.

Because if we get to that butterfly-inducing, stomach twisting angst then it means we survived. We did this together, and we made it. Letting Marlowe suck me off is, weirdly, a step toward that end. If the men can seal the gate, they’ll be safe. Brooks can figure out how to break the curse with a spell, and he’ll have all the time he needs.

Even if it takes years.

Marlowe’s hat tickles my thighs, the brim all wrinkled and squashed. Black leather and soft skin. I sigh, wishing my hands weren’t bound with handcuffs, so I could touch his hair. Twine my fingers in it. The cuffs are loose enough for me to balance on my elbows, but that’s as far as they go.

My shadow comes to the rescue, sliding over me and reaching up to knock Lo’s hat back a few inches. She digs long fingers into that shimmery black hair for me. It flashes with rainbow color in the light, like a sheen of oil on a puddle. All of the colors are there. All of them.

With the sea behind him, and the other two men in their cardinal directions around us, I let myself relax. Another big mistake. I shouldn’t do it, but it happens anyway. I go soft for him, and he makes this sound of frustration, like he wants to mount me but knows he can’t because of the spell. He might be fucking the sand with those hip movements of his.

Marlowe cleans me out with his tongue and then sits up, leaning his head back, black witch hat silhouetted against the late afternoon sky. He cuts a perfect figure. I am absolutely, one-hundred percent in love with him at that point. He looks up, at white clouds shifting over soft blue. Sweat drops trickle down his neck.

With a slight squinting of his eyes, he takes all of the seed he just licked out of me, and he swallows it. The strong muscles in his throat work, and he wets his lips. He’s panting now as he drops his attention to me. He cleans the extra off his face with a shameful flick of his tongue.

This time, Marlowe did it. Marlowe swallowed shit he didn’t want to swallow. I feel vindicated.

“You know how big of a sacrifice that was?” he asks, cocking his head at me. “There’s no spell we can’t cast if we’re willing enough.” Marlowe covers me with his body, taking me hard and fast to orgasm with his cock. I’m so turned-on that it doesn’t take long.

So turned-on that I almost miss the knife.

It’s in his hand before I realize it, a blue gem flashing on the underside of the hilt as he lifts it between us.

My mind flashes back to the cottage and all that trauma of watching them die. I’m still half-convinced that I did die, and this is heaven, me being with them again. Seeing my friends. The world is asleep, is it? Maybe this is just the afterlife?

My teeth clamp down on the iron bit, shattering it. I split the handcuffs. I’ve got the knife in my hands now, scrambling out from under Marlowe and taking it with me at the same time.

“No!” I yell at him, and I’m in a fury. I spread my wings open to either side of me, clenching the knife and staring at the three of them with all of the rage I felt when they did not ask my opinion when it mattered most. I’m still angry with my coven, too. “Don’t you dare try to kill yourselves again.”

“We’re only going to die if you die,” Marlowe assures me, holding up his hands. His pants are halfway down his hips, and my dress is still rucked up. We both blush slightly, yanking our clothes into place even though there’s nobody around to see.

Brooks sighs and Tanner huffs a small laugh.

“Give the knife back, kitten,” he drawls. “We’re not trying to kill ourselves. We just need to shed blood in the four corners.”

“Don’t you want us to close the gate?” Brooks is huffy, as always. “Again, if you’re not interested—”

I sigh and toss the knife at Lo’s feet. Tanner leans back and crosses his arms, wolf ears swiveling in search of sound. Not that there’s anything to hunt us here, but it’s a habit one never loses—and for good reason.

“Fine.” I shift a little and yank the already too-short dress down as best I can. I hold out my arm and turn it so that my wrist is exposed. “Bleed me.”

“Would’ve been better if I were still inside of you,” Lo growls as he stalks forward and snatches my arm in tight fingers. I gasp, and he eyes me like he’s about to break and tackle me to the ground again. “I don’t know how you swallow that shit all the time. It tastes fucking horrible.”

I open and close my mouth, but there are no words. I blush instead of answering, and my lover splits my arm from wrist to elbow. Blood pours out, but it only lasts a few seconds. I look up at him and he stares back at me with a grimace.

“Fuck, we’ll have to do that a lot, won’t we?” he asks, but not like it’s a real question. He knows he’s going to have to cut me over and over and over again. I heal quick, but I still feel pain. It’s obvious in the way I flinched when he cut me just now.

“Can any of us make me bleed or does it have to be Lo?” I ask Brooks without looking at him. I’m still studying Marlowe’s expression.

“We bled ourselves before you woke up. It took three days.” Brooks pauses, and I hear the unspoken implication. Because I can heal quick, I have to do it all right now. Damn. “But no, it doesn’t have to be Marlowe.”

I reach out for the knife, and Lo hesitates, drawing it away from me.

“You think it’s less weird for you to stab me repeatedly? I am capable of stabbing myself.” I hold out my hand and wiggle my fingers. I’m being flippant about this, but I’m serious, too. I’m going to save them all the emotional trauma, and the time. We only had a month from one new moon to the next, and I have no idea how long it’s been.

Marlowe gives over the knife, and I stare down at it. I turn it over and look at the blue gem on the bottom. It’s nothing like the navy ocean behind him, more like a Caribbean sea. Bright and light, but somehow off. It’s obvious this came from the Witchwoods.

I slit my throat with it.

The men are on me so fast that they end up covered in blood. Tanner is the one to disarm me this time, but it only takes me a few seconds to heal. My throat is sealed by the time they get me pinned to the ground under the three of them.

“What the fuck?” Brooks asks, and then I remember that I died because the Hag Wytch … Anyway, that was messed up. I shouldn’t have done that.

“I was trying to speed the process up. I don’t know how much time I’m missing.” My voice wobbles when I say that last part, but I cover it up with a laugh and hope they don’t see how deeply I’m hurting.

The eyes on Brooks’ hat gaze at me with sympathy, but his green eyes are hard, more Southwoods than husband.

“It’s only been a week. We’ll be fine. Can you just trust that I know what I’m doing? I promise you, Kate, that I’m handling it. Do as I say, and it’ll all be fine. I promised that from the very beginning, that I’d get us through to the end of this.”

“Only with my help,” I spit back at him, forcing them off so I can sit up. I’m stronger than them now, and it’s kind of funny. The power dynamics have reversed. They will do what I say this time because I’ll make them. If necessary at any point, I can force it. I’m choosing not to.

I hold out my hand for the knife again, but Tanner doesn’t give it back.

“Promise you’ll stay with us. Do what Brooks says. I can’t handle being apart from you anymore, Katelynn. It’s breaking me.” Tanner isn’t flippant. He doesn’t smile. His lips are neutral, and his eyes reflect back the same pain that I feel in my heart.

I miss them so much. I hate being alone. It’s horrible to black out and wake up with blood on my hands, with no idea who it is that I’ve killed. My victims’ voices echo in the back of my mind, the last phrases ever uttered by the ones I ate. Since none of them knew what was coming, the phrases aren’t garbled cries.

I think they’re worse.

I’m full-on crying now. Silently. But the tears are just sliding down my face.

Tanner hits his knees in the sand, and I remember him falling beside my body. Sewing my arm back on. We’re all suffering from the same trauma.

I drop to my knees, too, but I stay where I am. Getting too close when I’ve been conscious for this long, with no protection between their necks and my teeth, I need to stay here.

“I think you need to understand,” Tanner begins, taking his hat off and putting it against his chest like he’s about to say a prayer. He looks right at me. “If we die, you’re fucked. You need your full coven to get out of this, so we’re not playing loose and easy with our lives, Kate. Keeping myself safe, keeping Marlowe and Brooks safe, it’s all equally important. If I have to make a choice, I will always prioritize you, but that’s it. Only in the most dire circumstances.”

I exhale, the sound of the waves peaceful behind me. The wind ruffles my feathers, and it’s nice and warm, a gift from Tanner. I close my eyes and sigh, releasing as much stress as I’m capable of. Tears hit the sand near my fingers as I open my lids to see all three of them on their knees and staring back.

The knife has been tossed to me.

I pick it up, and cut myself from wrist to elbow, bleeding all over my naked thighs and into the sand. I’ll keep going until one of them tells me to stop. However long it takes.

Slice. Pain. White hot. Dizzy. All good. Slice. Pain. White hot. Dizzy. All good. Then there are blips of anxiety in between each. All good. Pause. Fear. Nervousness. Slice. It’s not a pleasant process. My blood is definitely a sacrifice worthy of magic.

So is Marlowe, swallowing his own cum alongside Brooks’ cum, alongside Tanner’s.

“I take it you three have made nice with one another,” I say casually, as if I’m not shaking. Bleeding. Hurting. Crying. My hat frantically cleans my tears from my face. I can see my horned shadow lounging on the sand beside me, one hip propped up, very suggestive. She’s always very suggestive, which might say something about me.

The men don’t keep their shadows back the way they keep their bodies. They join mine and twine us together, their dark forms mounting my horned one as I flush and continue to carve myself in pursuit of sacrifice.

“You say that because I sucked down your other husbands’ jizz?” Marlowe is trying to make a joke out of it, but I can tell it bothered him, and my lips twitch. “Doesn’t matter if we made up or not. I’d do anything to save you, Kate.”

Well, shit.

“It’s less exciting to make fun of you if you talk like that,” I admit, and Tanner snorts. His hat is sitting in the sand beside him, that split gold and black hair a brilliant shimmer in the sunshine. He doesn’t look blond at all right now, but like his hair is truly spun gold. Perfect.

“You really are a faithful loverboy. Miriam is a goddamn moron.” This is Tanner saying this, not me. Marlowe whips a look over to him, but his mouth only opens. Closes. He says nothing before turning back to me.

Yep, they’ve made up.

Losing me has unified them.

I feel dizzy for a second, so I close my eyes until the sensation subsides. My pussy is still throbbing, and there’s a lot of, um, sand here, but whatever. It’s fine. I’m watching the men again, and I find that I can’t help but look at Brooks.

The urge to tell him is painful.

Screw it.

“I’ve been seeing Sharyn,” I tell him, and he blinks all of his eyes at me in rapid succession.

“How so?” Brooks remains stoic, but it’s all a farce. He wants to tuck me against him and cuddle me the way he did the night we played chess together in front of the fireplace. If he could, he’d take me home and he’d make love to me until I only cried happy tears. That’s not something we’re privileged enough to do. I keep cutting myself, sitting in a puddle of my own blood as it mixes with the sand. Sea grass rustles in the breeze behind me, and the massive limbs of the Witchwoods trees creak around us.

It’s a weird place to exist.

“She’s been showing herself to me and signing. First it was …” And I do my best to imitate the motions. The men frown and exchange looks with one another, but of course it’s Brooks who asks the questions.

“Was it like this?” he asks, showing me some hand shapes that don’t seem at all familiar. I shake my head. I try again, and he squints back. “Like this?” We go back and forth until I agree with what he’s telling me.

“Yes, that.” I take another short break, wishing Brooks would tell me to stop, that I’ve done enough. I look around for Sharyn now, but I don’t see her. That’s a good sign, isn’t it? She’s been trying to offer me warnings about when I’ll change. I need to pay more attention to whether she’s around or not. How many times have I missed her?

“Afterward, I’ll meet you at the cemetery,” Brooks says aloud, crinkling up his face. The red eyes on his hat squinch up. “What else? You said first it was, so where’s the second thing?”

I explain my theories about Sharyn, about her giving me countdowns before I go full Hag.

“I’m sorry she’s showing herself to me and not you,” I tell Brooks honestly, but he shakes his head at me, and then he removes his hat, too. We all do, enjoying the way Tanner’s heated sea breeze rustles all of our beautiful hair.

“Sharyn was always intuitive. She can see how much I love you, and she’s trying to help me. I wouldn’t expect anything different from my sister.” He crosses his arms and looks away from me, but only for a few seconds. My fingers itch to tug on that swoop of black and red bang over his forehead.

“What happens after this?” I ask as calmly as I can, and Marlowe digs into a bag at his hip, pulling out another cockie. Damn it. It’s adorable, a frosted witch hat with a mushroom on the brim.

“The ugly designs are part of the spell,” Lo explains, tossing it at me. My shadow catches it and, at a nod from Brooks, puts it up to my lips. They’re going to drug me rather than watch me descend into chaos. I approve. “You need to eat two more.”

“If you insist,” I grump, but I’m smiling as I chew. It’s goddamn delicious. Butter and sugar. Melting in my mouth. The perfect ratio of glaze to cookie—err, cockie. “Can’t taste the semen in any of your desserts, Brooks. Truly genius.”

“I just don’t understand how it doesn’t turn into scrambled egg when it’s cooked, you know?” Marlowe says, and then he gags, reaching up to touch his throat like he’s regrettably remembering what it was like to swallow all three of them at once. “You know what happens if you blow a load in the shower, right?”

“That’s enough of that, thank you,” Brooks says coldly, giving Marlowe a shut the fuck up look.

“Huh. Are you salty because I’m done with that horrible deed, and you still have to anticipate swallowing a big, fucking mouthful of ejaculate? I would be. It was goddamn hell. Love your spells, Brooks. Really, you’re very talented.” Marlowe is only half serious. Brooks is talented. He’s also demented. Both things can be true at once.

“Stop.” Brooks is talking to me this time, holding up a hand to get me to halt the press of the knife tip against my wrist. “That’s enough.” I toss the knife back to him, and he collects it, staring back at me. “You’ll fall asleep soon, and then we’ll be in the east. We’ll do a similar ritual there, and then move north. In the south, we’ll have completed this spell so we can start on the next.”

“And what spell is this exactly?” I look at Tanner because he’s the most likely to answer me truthfully. He sighs and rubs at his upper arm, tattooed fingers sliding over that toned bicep. I want to bite it, but only for sexy reasons. I’m not trying to eat him just yet which is nice. This could be the longest period of sentience I’ve had in days.

“To turn off your hunger,” Tanner admits. “The curse won’t be broken, but you won’t want to eat us anymore. Then we can close the gate together. After that, we’ll figure out how to get rid of the Hag Wytch completely.” He’s matter-of-fact, just as no nonsense and zero argument as Brooks. Just as bossy.

I sigh and rub at my forehead.

“I should’ve known I was being tricked before I agreed. Fine. You said you needed me to close the gate, and I understand that.” I drop my hand and look back at the three of them with so much longing that I know they can feel it.

Marlowe tosses me another cookie, and my shadow catches it (but only because she’s done copulating with the boys’ shadows). It’s another penis cookie, and I sigh, shoving the whole thing in at once and chewing it in narrow-eyed defiance.

“Having you asleep is about as useful as having you as an owl,” Tanner says dryly, looking me up and down. “I don’t like it either, but at least we can stay together. If you’re not going to be conscious anyway, you might as well be dreaming.”

“How many cockies do we have?” I ask, and it’d be a hilarious question if the situation weren’t so serious.

“Just enough to get through this. They’re expensive to make.” Brooks doesn’t elaborate, but I believe him when he says that.

“You don’t want to know specifics,” Tanner tells me, trying on this cocky half-smile that doesn’t reach the blue-gray of his gorgeous eyes. He knows that I do in fact want the specifics, but he feels like there’s going to be a later when he can tell me all about it.

“Thank you,” I whisper, accepting the final cookie. Cockie. Whatever.

It’s a tree, this time. With a hole in the trunk. I stare at it for a few seconds.

“Thank you?” Marlowe repeats with a scoff, like he can’t believe I actually said that. “Don’t you dare thank us.” He scowls at me like I’m dumb. “This is the least of what people who care about each other do.”

“Yeah, Miriam is a stupid goddamn bitch,” I tell Tanner with a flick of my eyes, and then I take a bite of the last cockie, feeling my eyelids grow heavy. “By the way, I don’t think I ever told you guys that the night I went into the Witch’s Tree … that was my birthday.”

I’m laughing as I fall over on the sand, rapidly descending into another dream as I shove the last of the cookie into my mouth. Sharyn doesn’t appear this time, but I’m fortunate enough to see the men’s reactions before I pass out.

“I … assaulted you on your birthday?” Marlowe sounds like he’s choking to death. Tanner is howling with laughter.

“You got exactly what you wanted, eh, kitten?” He’s already crawling toward me as my eyes begin to close.

“In the end, she will. I can guarantee that.” Brooks’ frown is my last conscious memory.
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Kate

I wake up to the sound of someone chopping wood.

I yawn as I come to, snuggling deeper into the sleeping bag that’s tucked around me. The light is diffused and soft, and it turns blue as it peeks in through the nylon fabric of the tent that’s covering me. There’s a little screen part in the very top, and through that, I can see trees.

I love camping, I think as I yawn again. From outside the tent, I hear a crackling fire and the soft murmur of voices. Must be early, since they’re speaking so softly. Don’t want to wake the other campers.

What the fuck? I had started to drift back to sleep, but my eyes are wide open now, and I’m sitting up. My wings are arranged through a clever slit in the sleeping bag’s zipper, and when I spread them, I smack into the walls of the tent and cringe. Oops.

But where am I?

It feels like we’re in the east. I know that as easily as I know that the voices outside belong to the men. That they brought me here. There’s no blood. No horror awaiting me. Stay with them. Give them a chance. It’s what I’m asking of them, so I suppose I can return the favor. They think they’ve got our situation cracked, okay then.

I’ll listen.

For now, I’ll listen.

I get up on my knees and unzip the round door of the tent, peeping out at towering sequoias, at house-sized Witchwoods trees. There are bushes with strange fruits, and in the distance, I see a herd of sleeping horses with extra mouths on their flanks. Yuck.

I climb out of the tent to find myself in a campsite. We’re likely somewhere in the Redwood National and State Parks system. It’s beautiful and magical and honestly looks like a fairy tale even without the Witchwoods stuff. With all of that arcane power here, too? It’s trippy.

Fernanda must be so excited, to be living in a romantasy novel. Err. She’s living in a plain ol’ fantasy novel, huh? The ones who are living in a romantasy are … us. We are. We’re the ending I would read to get, and my knees almost give out on me.

I grab onto the edge of the tent to steady myself and spot Tanner with no shirt on it, swinging an axe and quartering wood on the other side of the campsite. Um.

I’m overly excited by the sight of him, his muscles bunching, sweat dripping down his skin, the light from the fire crackling across his face. It’s daytime, but not much light finds its way down here. I can see a gold haze above us, but it doesn’t help with visibility on the forest floor.

My witch eyes adjust to take in more of my husband’s body.

He turns to look at me as I approach him, and it’s fucking torture. Tanner stares at me like he’s fighting every instinct he has. He wants to touch me, hold me, drive into me. But he knows he can’t, so he growls under his breath and turns away like everything is normal.

“Why are you cutting firewood? Brooks can make flames from thin air.”

“Not firewood, kitten. It’s part of the spell.” He takes a step back, eyeing the wood in front of him. “This should be about right.” He picks up a piece and leans the axe against the side of a tree stump, turning to look at me.

Tanner takes a step forward, and I take one back. That makes him smile. He stalks forward until I hit a tree and let out a small yelp. Then he slams his hand on the bark above my head and flicks his tongue against his canine, eyes closed.

“It’s hard not to fuck you right now. I know it’s for the best, but goddamn if I’m not having trouble containing myself.”

“If you brought me the ingredients as soon as I needed them, maybe we could be onto the next part of the spell already?” Brooks sounds annoyed, sitting on a log at the fire and cooking bacon in a huge cast-iron pan. The smell wafts over to me, and my mouth waters. Tanner had already made my mouth water, so I almost drool, shoving my hand against my lips to clear away the evidence.

“Yes, sir,” Tanner teases, and I go cold inside. The men don’t know that those were my last words, and I’m not sure I should tell them. I try to keep it cool, but I forget how precisely uncool that I am. Tanner leans down and the tips of our noses touch. I’m helpless under that stare. “What happened, kitten? Now.”

“It’s not … well, it doesn’t matter.” And it doesn’t. What’s the point in talking about this? We need to move forward, not look back. I swallow and close my eyes. I can smell Tanner, and I like what I smell. His hat brim has crushed mine entirely, pressing against my forehead. I’m licking his neck with my own hat, and I know that he’s concerned for me, that he’s prepared to take any measure necessary to put us back together. “My last words were yes, sir. The Hag Wytch … said them to me.”

Tanner’s face falls.

“I … yeah, I knew that,” he admits, twitching his wolf ears for me.

Marlowe stands up from his seat beside the fire, his hat covered in the same strange spotted fruit that’s growing all over the weird purple bushes. It looks vaguely threatening, that fruit. And then I notice one of the—I guess they’re apples?—has teeth. Spotted apples with teeth.

“What the fuck, Kate? First you tell us that it was … the day that I …” He stops talking, and his face goes white. Then bright red. “It was your birthday? I want to be upset, but I just feel like I should apologize profusely instead. I’m sorry that you said yes, sir for your last words. That’s messed up.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I’m getting to know an entirely different side of Marlowe, the one that got left behind on the day his friends abandoned him in the Witch’s Tree. He’s still got that person inside, and we’re just now meeting.

The campsite falls silent for an entire minute.

“Um, well. I thought it was funny, I guess?” I scratch at my temple with a witch claw. “The yes, sir thing. The other part is messed up, but we’re past that now.”

“I used to be … like a gentleman?” Marlowe suggests, sitting down again. “Isn’t that crazy?”

It’s not crazy. I believe it. That guy is still in there somewhere.

“Sit and eat.” Brooks is imperious, but he’s also serving me hot food after keeping me tucked snug as a bug in a sleeping bag in a very nice tent. What is there to be mad about?

Tanner is still pressed right up against me, making it hard to concentrate.

“Move, please?” I ask, trying not to touch him. I know the rules here.

He removes his hand from the tree and takes a step back, holding out a palm to indicate that I should sit in the north.

I do, and Brooks serves me several thick slices of bacon on a plate made out of tree bark. I know it’s not actually bacon, but it smells like it. There’s an animal corpse behind Brooks, near my truck and its packed dirt parking spot. Even the road beside the campsite is only dirt. This must be a pretty remote campground.

“My parents used to bring me here when I was their only child. My sisters hated camping.” Brooks feeds Tanner next. Then Marlowe. We sit in our respective directions and eat the meat, licking grease from our fingers. Tastes like pastrami and medium-rare steak with a hint of bacon. It’s good, probably very fresh.

“My sisters loved camping,” Marlowe adds with a shrug. “They would beg me to take them on weekends when my parents were working. Just us, up here with some cans of beans and liters of soda. I’m a shitty cook.” He pulls a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and shows them to me. “You mind, North? Considering we’re frozen in time in a broken world.”

He doesn’t wait for me to respond, lighting up with big dark circles under his eyes. His attention flicks to me when he sees me staring, catches me studying the shape of his throat and his Adam’s apple and that perfect way his fingers curl against his chin in thought.

I slap the cigarette out of Marlowe’s hand, and he curls his lip at me.

“I hate camping.” Tanner speaks up with a little snort, swiping his hand over his mouth. “Yeah, fuck. I hated the outdoors and hunting and all that shit since I could walk. Despised it. Didn’t like birds either. Ironic, huh?”

“I’m a casual camper. I like it, but I hate packing. Usually, Georgia handles that—” I stop talking because this is way too normal of a conversation to be having. It’s kind of creepy when I really think about it.

Brooks takes note of my reaction.

“I thought this spot would serve several purposes for our spell,” he explains. “Most importantly, it’s due east of where we were yesterday.”

I eat my breakfast and try not to freak out. Brooks even pours hot coffee from a thermos and passes it out to us. It tastes like heaven and sadness and happy memories. I sip it slowly, trying to savor it. Could be the last time.

My wings shift behind me.

“What’s the wood for?” I ask, nodding at the small piece next to Tanner’s boot. Brooks leans forward and picks it up, moving around the truck and dragging a wooden structure out of the back.

“The legs are uneven, so we needed a shim. We also needed to sacrifice a tree and incorporate its wood into the spell.” Brooks pulls a … something out of the truck bed and drops it to the ground.

“Are those wooden stocks?” I ask, choking on my last bite of bacon. I down several hot mouthfuls of coffee to clear my throat. “Like the kind they used to put witches in?”

“I don’t know about witches. We built this yesterday. The iron mouth guard and handcuffs didn’t do shit. We have to make sure you don’t eat us, don’t we? This wood is spelled. I think it’ll hold you for a time.” Brooks sets the device up on the hard-packed ground of the campsite, in a place a different family might put a second tent.

We don’t have a second tent, but we do have a medieval torture device.

My mouth twitches, and I reach for another piece of bacon from the pan. It’s possible that this came from one of the fanged horses. I decide not to dwell on that part.

“You’re seriously going to fuck me in that?” I ask with a scoff around my next bacon bite.

All three men pause to stare at me again, and it feels like I’m being hunted.

“Kitten, nobody said anything about fucking you in this.” Tanner’s grin is nice and sharp. Spirits float above us, drifting through the dark like they’re searching for something. I haven’t seen this many in a while, and I don’t like it.

Spirits are still food. Spirits can be chewed up like gristly beef. I saw it happen in Mrs. Madsen’s house, and I hate knowing that I’m capable of the same atrocities when I’m flying blind.

“You implied it,” I grumble and Brooks huffs at me, coming to stand too close. I can feel his need in his hesitation, in the careful way he edges back to put space between us.

“Finish eating and then get in the stocks.” He walks over to the truck, retrieves a second hot thermos, and pours me more steaming coffee. Brooks breaks out a container of croissants, and they’re pure, flaky, buttery heaven. He baked these before all of this shit went down, but they certainly don’t taste any different now.

“Pastries are so much tastier than pedos,” I joke, and they all laugh at my inappropriate joke one way or another. We’re all weird. “Have I been … do you get to hear their last words?”

“Unfortunately,” Marlowe grumbles, taking a stick and … putting a marshmallow on the end. He hands it out to me, blushing. “What? Your family didn’t do smores when you went camping? Get out of here. Times haven’t changed that much.”

I laugh at that, putting my marshmallow above the flames. There’s a ratio, okay? Everybody knows that. A perfect level of gooeyness on the inside, a crisp outer shell. I’m going to roast the shit out of that ‘mallow.

It slides off with a plop and catches fire in the center of the stone firepit. Oops. Marlowe gives me another, and Brooks, I think, manipulates the flames with his magic so that it cooks perfectly this time.

“The girls and I made s’mores, you’re right.” I can’t hold back my smile. Look at what they’re doing for me. Making everything feel normal when it’s never been so abnormal.

“If my dad took me into the woods, it certainly wasn’t to play games with marshmallows.” Tanner laughs, like that’s a joke instead of a painful memory. “This is my first time making ‘smores.”

“These are nothing new,” Brooks admits, accepting a marshmallow on the end of his own stick. “My sisters were in the girl scouts. We had a cookbook at home with a recipe like this. They were called ‘Some Mores’ back then though.”

I brush some crumbs off my boobs and realize that I’m wearing a different outfit than I fell asleep in. Instead of the Wednesday Addams dress with the too-short hemline, I’m dressed in sweatpants and a loose tee from home. It smells good, like the laundry detergent that reminds me of my grandmother.

Tanner helps me slide my marshmallow and some chocolate between a pair of graham crackers, and it all melts together. Chocolate oozes onto my fingers as I take a bite, eyes rolling back in bliss.

“I baked those graham crackers from scratch,” Brooks says, and I choke on them. Another fresh, hot sip of coffee and I’m cured again. “Part of the spell.”

“Hard for me to tell when you guys are lying about that or if you’re actually telling the truth,” I huff, taking another bite of gooey marshmallow. It’s so good that the feathers on my wings ruffle, and my hat tries to steal it from me. I slap the tongue off, but that doesn’t keep it from creeping into the bag of marshmallows and stealing some for itself.

The taste of sugar fluff explodes on the back of my tongue.

“That’s why you should always just do as you’re told,” Brooks says haughtily, chin raised as he looks askance at me. Everything feels normal even if nothing is. I suppose that’s how you know that you’re with the right person (or people). We’re in purgatory right now, and I don’t care. I’d stay here forever, just me and my coven. The fact that the girls are here seals the deal. I could be happy like this for sure.

Are the men aging since they’re awake, or could we stay like this forever? Suffer through one night of chaos a month when the world rises from its slumber. Live together in a waking dream and never grow old.

“Isn’t it your turn to do as you’re told and swallow?” I retort, taking another bite of graham cracker. The sound snaps through the silent forest. No chirping birds. No chattering squirrels. This place is so remote that none of the other campsites are occupied, so there aren’t any sleeping people around. No cars. It’s just us and the wind through the trees.

“It’s my turn, baby.” Tanner sounds resolved, reaching up to remove his hat so that he can rake his fingers through his hair. His hat’s ears are pressed flat in displeasure. I want to rub one so badly, but I force myself to focus on licking the chocolate from my fingers before my hat can do it for me. “My sacrifice to make today.” He gives me a questioning look. “So, did you enjoy your last days alone? That’ll never happen again. Soon as this hunger is axed, I’ll handcuff us together.”

I ignore him. I hope he’s telling the truth. I don’t want to be separated from them.

“What’s the goal here? Other than Tanner swallowing a mouthful of hot jizz.” I couldn’t resist. “Like, what do we need to feel or accomplish to get this part of the spell right?”

“If you follow my orders, you’ll do just fine.” Brooks turns to look at me, eating his marshmallow directly from the end of the stick. He swirls his tongue around it, and I get the jitters. Holy shit. That jawline is cut. That half-frown is like a punch to the stomach. “Try to relax. Orgasm for us. Let Tanner eat you out. We timed it better this time and bled you before you woke up.”

Ah.

“Can I just ask about the birthday thing one more time?” Marlowe brings it up again, so it must really be bothering him. “How are you only just now telling us this?”

“I’ve only known you for a month. It just never came up.” I use my shadow to steal another marshmallow, sliding it onto the stick with clawed fingers. Brooks’ shadow is stretched up above him and into the trees, peering down at us.

Lo has taken his hat off and is raking the fingers of his free hand through his hair. His marshmallow has long since melted off and burst into flames, and even his stick is on fire. He isn’t paying any attention to it. He tosses the stick aside and gets on his hands and knees, surprising me.

Marlowe crawls around the fire and gets right up in front of me, sitting splay-legged and witch-hatted and sloe-eyed.

“What the fuck can I do to make this right?” he asks, but he doesn’t touch me. Yet. His witch claws dig into the dirt on either side of him, and his shadow wings look like they’re sitting in the fire. “After this is all over, what do you need from me? I’ll do anything. I’d sell my bones for you.”

“What does that even mean?” I ask, standing up and taking a step back from him. He was definitely too close. I shake my head as my hat’s tongue tastes him by wrapping its pink length around his neck. A pure and desperate sort of love. Faithfulness and devotion. Uuuhhh. Marlowe Waverley?

There’s a reason people showed up to his candlelight vigils, and it’s not because he SA’d them in a magical forest.

“You can do a big grovel for me if we—”

“When we.” Brooks interrupts me, and I roll my eyes.

“When we get home. Get on your hands and knees for me then.” I wait for Marlowe to go back to his seat with a scowl before I resume mine. Tanner is watching us with pursed lips, and his shadow is definitely stalking me. I’ll have to earn his trust back over time.

“The Hag Wytch was in my mentor’s coven.” Brooks keeps dropping bombs on me with a voice that’s stoic enough that he could be delivering the weather. It’s all a front. He’s the take action first and break down later type. Hell, he held in his grief for his sister and his family for years. “The South to her North. Guess she ate East and West.”

I have no idea how to respond to that.

“We ran into her ghost,” Tanner explains, and I’m grateful yet again that somebody here remembers to fill me in on what’s happening. I love that he dislikes lying to me. I also love how fiercely he chased me, how carefully he tracked me down. “Brooks’ mentor, that is.”

Wow. Tanner got to meet this mysterious mentor? I’m jealous.

“Still no name?” I ask and Brooks shakes his head.

“She failed her coven. She was right: she didn’t deserve one.”

I don’t necessarily agree with him, but I won’t push it. We were just reunited, and everything feels too tender and precious. I don’t want to push.

I look back over at the stocks.

There’s a piece of wood, maybe four feet in length, with three holes cut into it. The one in the middle is the largest, with a pair of smaller holes on either side. The wood is split in half horizontally, allowing it to be opened so a person can put their head in one hole and their arms in the others. It’s supported by two legs and a stabilizing crossbar.

I’ll be bent over and vulnerable in that. The idea is more appealing than it ought to be.

“Wooden stocks?” I repeat again, and Brooks gives me a raw look.

“They weren’t my idea,” he says, and his hat eyes flick over to Tanner.

“We needed a wooden contraption for this part of the spell. This does the trick. Plus, you’ll love it.” He stands up from the log, still shirtless and a little sweaty. I watch as his tongue traces a bit of that silver scar, licking up a stray dot of chocolate. His shadow does the same in exaggerated fashion behind him, the velvety black tails wrapped around the truck of a tree like ebony ribbon.

“Love it? That’s a bit of a stretch. I’ll tolerate it, if it’s for the spell.” I’m such a liar, and it’s grotesquely obvious.

“Come on now, Kate.” Tanner extends his hand, but I eye it with suspicion. Before we entered the Witchwoods, we had the best time ever. Not by accident. On purpose. Just in case. Is this another just in case moment? “Don’t look so worried: we’re only taking a walk. I promise.” He shakes his hand at me for emphasis, a crescent moon etched across his fingers in magic ink.

I bite my lip, standing up without taking his hand. Not because I don’t want to, but because we both know it’s better if I keep a little distance. He looks at me, brows furrowing.

“I can still remember how your meat tasted,” I tell him, and he cocks his head at me, working that handsome jaw of his.

“Oh yeah?” he asks, and this is mean-Tanner who I find hot even though I shouldn’t. The asshole who told me he wouldn’t say I love you because he’d said it to too many women before me. Like, what a prick. Also, committed to me one-hundred percent from the very first second.

I’m in love with him, too. Love at first sight is … I guess it just means that I saw him, and I wanted him to be mine. I know there’s some shallowness in that act. I do. He’s fucking beautiful, and there probably aren’t all that many people out there who’d turn him down. Lucky for me that our personalities go together so perfectly.

“A walk sounds good though, yeah.”

“Huh.” Tanner isn’t pleased, but he tucks his hands away into the pockets of his jeans. I never thought I’d get to see my man in jeans again. I didn’t think I’d get to see him, period, so this is all weird for me. I committed to both acts—saving Brooks, and resurrecting them—without ever giving it a second thought.

This is why we work together, me and Tanner. I’m in. He’s in. We’re both in for each other.

“Who won the self-sacrifice game?” I tease as we start walking, Tanner on my left. Marlowe behind and to my right. Brooks a little further behind, like he’d rather watch for a minute. It’s unnerving, to be watched with so many eyes. “Me or you guys?”

“You’re not allowed to win that game.” Tanner snorts, drawing the green t-shirt from over his shoulder. He tugs it on as he walks which is sort of annoying. He then grabs his bow from the dirt near the small wooden half-fence that partially encloses the campsite. We’re walking down the road in the direction of the camp manager. It’s disturbing to see that the trailer with the Management sign in front of it is covered in some sort of creeping vine.

“Whoever was in there is shit-ass dead now.” He says, peering at the sight with a slight protrusion of his lower lip and a shrug. “Shame.”

“Are the plants awake?” I wonder, a question that’s difficult to answer. Did these vines launch a slow, creeping attack over the last week or did they explode from the earth and snatch the trailer up the very second the world’s combined?

God, there was … at least a little while there where everyone was awake. We are not the only people to have seen the melding happen. This is fucked.

“No clue, but I’m not getting close enough to find out.” Tanner keeps walking, slowing his strides to match mine. I blush at that, and he notices, the edge of his lip quirking up.

“Ugh.” I put my hands over my face and walk a little faster, peeking over to see who it is that’s jogging up beside me now. Marlowe. I drop my arms and study him, his bow in his hand, arrow cocked. Another useful habit that’s saved our ass plenty of times. “That girl with the pink and white sneaker that jumped in front of us …” I begin softly, expecting him to sympathize with her.

He doesn’t.

“You’re fucking kidding me?” he snaps, gritting his teeth and giving me a disdainful look and a scowl. “That bitch? She almost ruined our lives. Our afterlives, too. Idiot deserved to be eaten for leaping out in front of us.”

“She was a teenager,” I remind him gently, and his entire face changes. We both know, because of Talia, that he isn’t nearly as horrible as he thinks he is. He’s not as innocent as he thinks he is either. He just … is. This is Marlowe Waverley. “But even though she’s dead, at least her spirit is free. In the end, I was finally able to help her. I’d do it a hundred times over, kill the Hag Wytch.”

Marlowe steps in front of me and turns at the same time so that I slam into his chest. It’s a weird moment, walking through a remote campsite that’s tainted by those woods like mold on an oil painting. It’s beautiful, but it’s creeping. It’s reaching. It’s putting out spores.

A cloud of glitter floats by behind Marlowe, passing through on the breeze. Pollen? Poison? I don’t know what that is, but it’s a good reminder that this place isn’t safe for my men. Not at all. They could die here even with the world asleep. The Witchwoods are inherently dangerous.

“If she hadn’t jumped in front of us, we would’ve made it out. I’m not blaming her, but I don’t have any sympathy either. I don’t care what happens to her if it causes something bad to happen to you. Does that make sense?” he asks, frowning as I step back and put space between us.

They all keep trying, but I won’t stop reminding them that I’m dangerous.

These moments of lucidness are temporary. If Brooks uses magic to free me from this cycle of carnage and cannibalism, I’ll take it. But that doesn’t necessarily mean I won’t keep losing time. We’ll have to find out.

“It makes sense,” I tell him, stepping around him and finding Brooks and Tanner both waiting just ahead of us. “You’d kill the world for me now, but you’d violate me to save yourself before. You haven’t changed. I just got lucky and fell into your arms.”

We both pause at that, and he gives me an odd look from his dark eyes.

“Still, your birthday? How the fuck are you into me, Kate? Sort of pisses me off. You deserve better.” Marlowe snorts and turns away, rubbing his hand against the back of his neck as he walks. He’s wearing his iron mask around his throat, but the other two aren’t.

“I’d prefer it if you’d wear your masks on you at all times,” I tell Brooks, clasping my hands behind my back, my wingtips dragging down the dirt road on either side of me. I leave little grooves behind, like footprints. “That’d ease my mind a little.”

“We’ll be fine,” he tells me, but like he’s not fully listening either. He’s working out a problem in his head, something to do with all of these upcoming spells. I know how lucky our coven is to have Brooks. He’s reinventing the wheel, studying an art that nobody knows exists. If he wasn’t as smart as he is, I wouldn’t have the slightest flicker of hope in my chest.

But Brooks, he makes me feel hopeful. I know that I shouldn’t but I do.

“We’re going to have a come to Jesus moment when we get home, aren’t we?” I say to him, pretending like I believe we’ll reach happily ever after. Maybe I really do? I shouldn’t, but I do. I do trust him and the things he says, no matter how impossible they sound.

“Look at you, skipping over here to gleefully ask if you’re going to be punished later. Kate.” Brooks turns to glance down at me, raising both brows and rolling the six eyes on his hat like I’ve lost my mind. “All those fun sex games, that’s not punishment. Abstinence, for you, is punishment. When we get home, you’ll live like a nun for a year—”

I’m gaping at him, a hot flush stealing across my skin.

“That’s not … realistic,” I explain with a small cringe. “You’d never be able to deny yourself for that long.” I ruffle my feathers and tuck my wings in tightly against my back, wearing them like a fashion accessory. It’s actually great to have wings. I love them. If I could keep them forever, I would. But if they have to go when the curse breaks, good riddance.

“You don’t think so?” Brooks replies, putting his hands on his hips and sighing heavily. “Well, I didn’t want to do it, but if you need me to prove it so badly, I’ll make it happen.” He pauses to offer a meaningful look. “But not until after this spell is cast. We need to fuck as much as possible. It’s vitally important.”

“Uh-huh.” I give him a dry look, but I honestly believe him. It’s just more fun to pretend like I don’t. “We must anoint the athames inside the dripping wet chalice.”

“We could also cut off two fingers and two toes. That’s how my mentor’s spell worked. Would you prefer it?” Brooks reaches down to his belt and withdraws his machete, pressing his fingers against the blade hard enough that they bleed. I leap forward and pry his hands off, and he fucking grabs me.

Him and his shadow, holding me tight while I scream.

“If you let me eat you, I’ll never forgive you, Brooks McDowell.”

“Yes, of course,” he says politely, chucking me over his shoulder like a sack of flour. Not a problem even with the added weight of my wings.

I put my palms on Brooks’ back and push up so that I can see behind him. We’ve walked a circle through the campsite and ended up next to my truck again.

The stocks are right there.

And so is Sharyn, holding up her hands to warn me. Three minutes. Her spirit disappears, thankfully, before anything else happens.

“Three minutes left,” I warn them, trying to be as transparent as I can.

Brooks carries me over to the stocks and then sets me on my feet, opening them and helping me get in place. The wood closes above me, locking my neck and wrists between the two slats. If I tried to break out of here, could I? I don’t want to test that.

My wings are chained down. My ankles. There’s a wooden seat in front of me, and I’m bent over that, my hips propped up. Ahh.

Here we go, a witch on trial.

Brooks picks up a leather paddle that I hadn’t noticed until now and slaps it against an open palm as he studies me from the front. From the back, I can feel one of the other guys dragging my sweatpants down and exposing my swollen pussy.

I shift, lifting my ass for a better view and I hear Marlowe curse from behind me.

“Remember what we talked about? Punishment and sacrifice? Abstinence is both things for you, Kate.”

“Wait, what?” I ask, lifting my head as my hat opens a mouth on the front of its cone and hisses at Brooks in rage. “What do you mean?”

“We’re not having sex here. You’re just getting spanked.” Brooks lifts that leather paddle up to his shoulder, an asshole in a witch hat and an unbuttoned plaid shirt with a wifebeater underneath. He’s bare foot which I’ve only just now noticed, an odd mix of urban and arcane.

My hands curl into fists, and I jerk against the stocks in frustration.

“Don’t worry about escaping those, North.” Brooks approaches me and passes the paddle over to either Tanner or Marlowe, I’m not sure. “Let’s see if you can tell them apart this time,” he teases as he bends down, nose to nose with me.

Something horrible comes out of my mouth, a voice I don’t recognize. A man’s voice.

“I don’t give a shit what happens to that bitch,” I grumble in the last word’s of one of my victims. Oh, fuck. Eww. Knowing where we were and who I ate, this is … dark.

I black out just a few seconds after the first swing of the paddle hits my ass, and I don’t wake up until it’s stinging.
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I’m panting, eyes darting around to make sure everything is okay.

No blood. No intestines hanging from the branches above us.

There’s a whistling sound, and the paddle makes contact with my ass. It’s hard, and it hurts, but it feels great, too. A sharp sting.

Liquid slides down my inner thighs. My own juices. Maybe a little bit of blood from that last smack. I heal instantly, so I can’t be sure. A hot spurt hits me right in the cunt, and I hear Marlowe groaning behind me. Brooks is still in front, watching with his arms crossed.

He just came on me. Lo just came on my pussy. Not inside of me, but on me. That’s what some of that liquid is, like Tanner maybe came while I was still acting like an ancient owl monster. So I must not have turned into a full owl just yet. It’s like I can feel it lurking inside of me, like the curse is this separate entity, like an infection, like a disease.

“Pardon me,” Brooks says, collecting the paddle as he passes around me. He swings it hard against my ass, and my eyes roll back with both the pleasure and the pain. A witch in stocks wearing a hat that’s panting as hard as she is, watching a man with the ears and the grin of a beast move into place in front of her.

“I already finished, honey. Too bad you weren’t awake for it, but that’s our game, right? See if you can surprise me next time.” Tanner is teasing, but I like the look of him too much to care. Marlowe moves up beside him and they stand shoulder to shoulder. Touching. Lo has this little wet spot on the bottom of his shirt, like he snagged it between his teeth so it was out of his way. He doesn’t like to get his shirts dirty.

“You aren’t finished, East,” Marlowe reminds him, smirking and reaching up to take his hat off. Acorns fall to the ground as he drops it by his side, ruffling up his hair and studying me. “As soon as Brooks finishes, you get to fall on your knees and lap it all off. Lick that pussy clean. I hope you like the taste of me as much as I enjoyed you.” It’s meant to be a joke, maybe even a threat, but it turns me on.

I moan and wiggle, wishing my ankles weren’t changed so I could rub my thighs together.

Brooks blows his load quick, like this is less about our pleasure and more about efficiency. I want to scream. It’s rare that his pervy rituals aren’t pervy enough for me. This is one of them. But I’m glad. I’m glad it won’t take long. I should put myself back to sleep before I lose consciousness again.

“Enjoy.” Marlowe pats Tanner on the shoulder as the man makes his way around behind me. I hear him get into position. His hot hands reach up and grip my cheeks, opening me in an obscene way.

Brooks is back there still, and Marlowe joins him, all of them watching me from behind as my wet, dirty pussy is exposed to the cool air. There’s a reason Tanner didn’t heat the breeze for me this time. He wants me to feel this.

His shadow appears in front of me, leaning down to look into my eyes. Two pointed tails. A disturbing tongue. I gasp as Tanner’s own tongue slicks up the exposed length of me, a firm wet tip from clit to ass. He does it again, and I groan, bucking back against him.

He pins me there, forcing me to decide if I want to use my Hag Wytch strength on him or let him hold me. I let him. He bathes me with his tongue, cleaning cum from the skin of my hip, from the crack of my ass, from my inner thighs and down to the rucked fabric at my ankles.

“Make me come, please,” I murmur, but he ignores me, continuing his work as his shadow watches me from the front, staring at me from black velvet eyes. “Tanner, please.”

He stands up and comes around in front of me, taking his shadow’s place. He swallows purposefully and then opens his mouth, showing me his clean tongue. He takes a cockie from the pouch on his belt and snaps a bite off the end.

Sharyn appears behind him, waving her hands frantically in warning.

I black out before I have to see what Tanner plans on doing with that cookie.
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Kate

There’s a wall of man and muscle in front of me. I see the breadth of his shoulders as I open my eyes, and he turns to look at me. It’s Marlowe. He’s right there in front of my face, studying me.

“Good timing,” he says, stretching his arms above him.

We’re in a hollowed out tree. It’s huge, more like a cave than a trunk. There’s enough space for a makeshift bed, blankets and pillows stuffed into the hollow to make the space cozy.

“You guys slept next to me?” I whisper as I spot Brooks and Tanner in the bed with us. The latter yawns as he comes to, rubbing at his flat tummy and rustling the blankets. “What if I’d woken up and slaughtered you guys before anyone knew what was happening?”

“I know how long the sleep spell lasts. We were cautious.” Brooks leans back against the inner wall of the trunk, arms crossed behind his head, studying me. “Do you want something to eat?”

It’s an ironic question, and we both know it. Something to eat, as in people. Something to eat, as in him making me a meal.

I nod, and he smiles tightly back at me, like he was hoping I’d say yes.

The four of us get dressed before making our way out of the warm nest and into the foggy morning air. There are dead people outside of the tree, a small pile of them. Eviscerated. Bloody. It’s spooky and dark and remote in this part of the forest. Did I … eat those people? Probably. The guys might be feeding me humans to assuage the curse.

Shudder.

I see an information plaque and wander over to take a look at it.

Lady Bird Johnson Grove Trail. Ah. We’re still in the park, just north of where we were before.

Doesn’t look much like a recreational spot now. Too many giant flowers. Too many sleeping beasties. This is an unsavory area, like if the monsters were awake, we’d be facing off against a giant badger and a porcupine that’s bigger than the VW bus that Tacy’s boyfriend, Jared, drives.

I hope the guys didn’t let me eat anyone we know. Like Jared. Like my dad and stepmom. My siblings mostly. Nathan. Miriam and Dennis. Lo’s family. Sharyn’s ghost. I shake my arms out, dragging the long sweater sleeves down and appreciating the men’s attention to detail. This is a low-cut, cowl-neck sweater that they’ve put on backwards for me, so that my wings are free of the fabric.

Brooks leads us away from the corpses, taking us over to a picnic table that’s littered with random snacks. Bags of chips. Cookies. Sandwiches. Did Brooks pack us brown bag lunches?

“Sit.” He gestures at the table, and I plop down, waiting for the guys to take their own seats. The wooden table creaks and shifts and bows under their collective weight, but it holds. Mossy and ancient, the thing holds. They just don’t make furniture like they used to, you know?

I unroll a lunch bag, finding a BLT and another one of Brooks’ homemade croissants.

“Your attempt at normalcy is … appreciated.” I take the sandwich out and bite into it, trying not to groan as I curl my toes under the table. Groaning leads to … well, sex. So why am I stopping myself from acting pornographic about this food? I lick crumbs from my lips as Brooks and I lock eyes, his antlers silhouetted on the trees behind him.

I don’t think about the pile of dead bodies. I don’t ask. There’s nothing more I can do. I’m following Brooks’ instructions. I can relax and eat this sandwich, and I won’t think about anything else for the time being.

It’s quiet while we eat, and then Brooks reaches into his pocket and places a small pile of metal in the center of the table.

Rings.

There are four rings with silver bands and colorful gems. I recognize one of them. It’s the blue jewel from the hilt of Marlowe’s knife, the one he used to kill himself. My blood ices over.

“I know we’re already married,” Brooks tells me confidently, “but we’re going to get married again. That way, these rings will be more than just torture devices.” He laughs softly. “I made them from the knives we used in our resurrection spell.”

Oh. Holy shit. Torture devices is right.

I put my food aside to study one of the rings, blushing as I turn it over in my hand. You already had a dark witch wedding, Kate. Why are you acting like a virgin bride all of a sudden?

We’re in the north now, which makes me wonder about something.

“Do I have to swallow the cum this time?” I ask, trying not to sound excited about it.

“It was fucking gross, wasn’t it?” Marlowe asks Tanner, reaching up to squash down the cone of my hat so he can see our Eastwoods on my right side. Lo’s on my left. Brooks across from us. Picnic table shapes make it so much harder to sit in the correct spot. Or else they’d just rather sit next to me.

Not everything is for a spell.

The way they look at me.

The way they keep everything lighthearted when the whole world is dark.

“The cum?” Tanner asks with a sigh, reaching up to scratch at one of his wolf ears. “Yeah, it’s not a pleasant texture, kitten. I gagged a few times. But your face just fucking lights up when you’ve got a throatful of seed. Ain’t that right?” He leans down toward me, and I slap him away.

“You ass. The reason I like it so much is because you like it. Making you happy makes me happy.” I try to sound annoyed, but I think I’ve just done that thing where I’m admitting an embarrassing truth and they’re all staring at me like I’ve just delivered a one-liner from one of Fernanda’s romance novels. “That’s … embarrassing. I mean, I don’t hate it. There’s an erotic—”

Marlowe covers my mouth with his hand, and we both look sideways at one another. He lets go quickly, but thankfully doesn’t bring up my birthday again.

“You’re embarrassing yourself. I’m trying to help.” Lo sighs and pushes his bangs back like he’s in an underwear ad. The only difference is that he’s wearing clothes. The swagger is there. The insinuation is there. I’m buying whatever he’s selling.

“Do I have to swallow cum or not? God, you guys are dicks.” I take an angry bite of my sandwich, the feathers on my wings ruffling because it tastes so damn good.

“No, North. You don’t have to suck us all down—though I’m sure you want to. This is a little different. This spell is like … four spells in one. It’s complicated, magical calculus.” Brooks places a miniature cauldron on the table, a book beside it, and a series of quill pens made from bone and feathers and iron. I can smell it, like blood.

Or … actual blood. I could be smelling actual blood. There’s a fresh pile of corpses (nothing rots during the Hag Wytch’s lullaby) up the small hill to my right, just past the board that reads Visitor Information. On a normal day, it would’ve been a pleasure to bring the men here so we could experience it together.

Today is … I’ve got mixed feelings. Nice lunch spread. Pile of eviscerated human victims. Rebellious beams of sunshine cutting the fog and the sweet smell of pine. Loving husbands. Breeze tugging my orange and black braid free. It floats in the wind like a flag.

Brooks flicks his fingers and the tome flips open, turning to a particular page covered in runes. He picks up one of the quill pens and then places a small jar on the table next to a bag of kettle chips.

Looks like a vial of blood.

Brooks opens it, dips his pen in, and picks up one of the rings.

“We need to carve these runes into the rings. Either on the gem or the band. Your choice.” He draws a set of triangles with minute precision on the face of his red jewel, and the blood soaks into the gem like the ink tattooed on our bodies.

Brooks passes the book to Marlowe who also chooses to write on the jewel side. Both Tanner and I make our marks on the band.

And then we all drop the rings into the mini cauldron. Spit into it. Bleed into it. Brooks adds a dash of wine after taking a swig for himself, and the cauldron puffs with red smoke. He passes the wine bottle to Marlowe and we take turns drinking from it and pouring some into the cauldron. Blue smoke. Green smoke. Purple.

We finish the bottle of wine as Brooks adds scoops of dried herbs, and I pop several grapes into my mouth. Use the edge of the table to remove a metal lid from a glass bottle of Coke. I chug some as I watch Brooks put a heaping spoonful of lavender into the brew. Dried powder that glitters. A handful of little mushrooms.

He adds a spoon made of bone to the brew, and it stirs all on its own.

“The worst feeling you’ve ever had. Imagine it. Draw up that moment. I’ll go first: failure.” Brooks picks up a slender bone needle, and he … pokes himself in the eye. It’s fucking horrific to watch, and both he and his shadow flinch. He’s bleeding down his cheek, but he doesn’t hesitate to pass the needle on to Marlowe.

“Regret.” Marlowe stabs himself in the eye, and I choke as the needle makes its way to me. The sharp tip shines, red with blood over white bone.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, being a witch is terrifying.

“Loneliness,” I blurt before I can question myself. I do it. I stab myself in the goddamn eye, and it makes me seriously realize old Kate’s naivety. I whined about plucking an eyelash. An eyelash. I’ve just stabbed a needle in my eye, and everything is cloudy with blood.

Through that red fog, I start to see things I couldn’t see before, like slivers of a different time. A different place. Not the Witchwoods and not the human world, but something else altogether. There are shambling things. Floating things. Skittering things. Entities that human eyes are not meant to see. Monsters and demons and ghouls.

My skin prickles with unease.

“Apathy.” Tanner uses the needle and then flicks it into the cauldron.

The liquid dries up, leaving the rings behind.

“Put them on, hurry,” Brooks commands, and we all reach into the pot to grab ours. Tanner puts mine on for me first before slipping his own in place.

The men look ghastly with their witch hats and those cloudy, bloody eyes. Suddenly the chips and cookies and lunch bags just look freakish, like a remnant of a different galaxy.

“Come.” Brooks stands up and grabs a candle from the table, lighting it with a breath and carrying it in front of him as he leads us into the woods. I see creatures darting around to either side of me which is unsettling since everything is supposed to be asleep.

Our Southwoods leads his coven down a mossy path, barefoot and alone in a strange wood.

I don’t have a very good feeling about this.
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“Here it is,” Brooks whispers to me as I pause beside him, unsure and more than a little nervous. There’s a hut with a thatched roof just past this next set of trees, and the chimney is smoking like somebody’s at home.

What. the. actual. fuck?

“What is this place?” I ask, but Brooks doesn’t answer right away. He stares through the fog and the lurching shadows like he’s deep in thought. “Brooks?”

He shivers and shakes himself out for me, holding the candle aloft. The dance of the flame catches the silver band of his ring.

“I think you should go in blind.” He looks down at me, making it easier to summon a little bravery. Brooks is as creepy as the nightmares slinking through this wood. His right eye is cloudy and bleeding down his face. His hat is too big, and the eyes are open freakishly wide. His antlers are coming out of his neck this time. “Trust me on this one?”

I look over at Tanner, but he shakes his head.

“This is your decision to make,” he advises, offering a noncommittal shrug. But his eyes, they’re heavy. He knows what’s happening, and he doesn’t like it. This spell makes him uncomfortable.

Marlowe keeps watch, using his bow like he thinks it can ward off the grotesqueries all around us. They’re nothing but splotches and shadows really, but they make me feel like I’m being hunted. I’m an old hat at that feeling now.

“Whatever it is, we need to be quick. I don’t like it here.” Lo is nervous enough to sweat.

“You shouldn’t like it here. We shouldn’t be here at all. Let’s get this done and get out before we get into trouble.” Brooks continues down the winding path with his candle, and I say nothing, making my decision in silence.

I trust Brooks enough to take his advice.

Tanner puts his hand on my lower back, ushering me toward the front door. Brooks opens it with a creak, revealing a cozy room with a fireplace. He gives me one final look, and I nod to confirm.

I’m pushed inside and the door slams shut behind me. I stand there rubbing my finger over my new ring, waiting to see what’s going to happen.

My surroundings begin to fade, and I blink several times to see that I’m inside my grandmother’s kitchen. Small table in the center with four chairs. Ugly checkered curtains. No Brooks-style ultra organization.

No wings on my back. No ring on my finger.

Flick is at my feet, and he’s awake. My phone is on the counter, and it’s working.

I stumble over to pick it up, only to find out that it’s my birthday. Not my next birthday, but the one that already passed. It’s the day I made the decision to enter the Witchwoods on a moonless night.

I’m thirty-odd days into the past and all by myself.
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They tricked me. They sent me back in time. Those are my first thoughts, and I squeeze my hands in the loose fabric of my overalls as Flick barks happily and bounces in front of me. I’m relieved to see him, but I refuse to let myself believe this is real.

It’s just a memory, isn’t it? I’m seeing a fragment of the past. But the longer I stand there and the later it gets, I realize that the memory isn’t going to move along on its own. I’m not here to watch a replay; I have to do something.

Flick has settled down on the rug by the back door, cocking his head at me and waiting. My phone buzzes, and it’s Georgia calling. I decide to answer. In the real version of this day, I was the one that texted her. This is a different path.

“Are you sure you don’t want us to come get you, so that the four of us can go out for dinner? I’d say we should go to Takami, but it’s your birthday, your choice.” Georgia pauses to see if I’m listening. “Kate?”

It takes me longer than it should to answer her.

This is where I feel it, this pull, like I’m standing at a crossroads. Down one side is the future I’m already living, the one where I’ve taken on the curse of the Hag Wytch and might have any number of horrible fates. I might eat the guys. I might lose myself completely to the hunger. I might see Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe fix everything only for me to live long past their old age. As the Hag Wytch, I can’t die. I could be sentencing myself to eternal torture.

If I agree to go with Georgia, I can change things. Let my friends into my life. Open myself up to people. Impress Robin Madsen at the Pink Lady in a world where my choices don’t inadvertently kill her. My heart pounds. So many people would be alive if it weren’t for me and my choices.

All those dead busybodies around the Witch’s Tree. The people I’ve eaten. The girl with the pink and white tennis shoes. That pile of corpses over by the visitor information board. The Witchwoods and the human world wouldn’t be tangled up. I wouldn’t have to stab my eye with bone needles or give blow jobs in cemeteries.

The right thing to do, the moral decision to make, is to agree to these new birthday plans.

Don’t go into the woods. Don’t meet these witches. Don’t take on a horrible curse.

If I did decide to do that, what would happen? Brooks wanted me to come in here blind for a reason. This smacks of something crucial and significant. More than just a spell, this feels like a choice. If I make a different one for myself, will the future change?

Hah.

I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. Not at all. Because I’m not sorry. Because I’d make the same decision every time. If I don’t go to the Witchwoods, then Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe remain trapped, and we can’t be together.

I know what I want. This is easy as shit. Nice play, Brooks. A different person would’ve taken that offer.

I throw my phone at the wall, and it shatters, fragmenting the images around me until I’m standing in the hut again. It’s an unsettling place now, with figures that move just out of sight, and a counter covered in half-butchered meat. A cleaver stuck in the wood. Bloodstains. Spiderwebs. The crackling fire is gone. Something groans from underneath the floorboards, and the door swings open.

I’m grabbed by the back of the neck and dragged from the hut by Brooks. He looks me in the eyes and his own face breaks. I use my hat to lick him, because I have to know what he’s thinking. Sharp, pungent relief. That’s the taste I get.

My mouth drops open. Did he … was he unsure about what choice I’d make?

Is … is he unsure about the choice he’ll make? Because surely he’s going through something similar in there. What even is this crazy place?

“Hey—” I start to ask, but it’s too late. Brooks turns away with a muttered curse, steps inside the hut, and slams the door on himself.

I can still barely process what just happened.

“What the hell was that?” I ask the other two, looking from one to the other. They’re busy guarding me when what they should be doing is using me as fodder. Can’t die, remember? I’m going to throw myself in front of as many bullets as I can for them. “Never mind. I think I understand. We’re being given hard choices as a form of sacrifice? Just to feel the weight of our decisions?”

“No, I’m pretty damn sure that Brooks cooked up a spell to travel the multiverse. Or whatever the fuck. Other gates, like the Witch’s Tree.” Tanner turns to look at me, raising his fancy brow. “You can make a different choice and undo it all here. We each get that option, genuinely.”

My eyes widen and I turn on Marlowe, his teeth gritted as he stares down at me in horror. I lunge forward and snatch him by the front of his black hoodie.

“You said that you’d pass me by, Lo. Don’t do it. If you see me in those woods, make the same choice all over again.” I’m breathing hard as I tell him that, and he looks away, shutting his eyes tight.

“You don’t have to worry about me, kitten,” Tanner murmurs from behind me. “But I don’t know about this Westwoods motherfucker.”

“Me neither,” I whisper back without turning to look at him. I’m locked on Marlowe now. I trust Tanner. I do not trust Marlowe. Brooks, I … Brooks. He’s already in there, and there’s nothing I can do or say now.

I put my hands on either side of Marlowe’s face, and he snatches me hard enough by the wrists that I gasp. The woods creak around us, and the chimney chugs merrily into the dark sky, catching on tree limbs and breaking apart into gray clouds.

We’re being watched by unforgiving spirits. I can feel the weight of their eyes.

“I meant what I said, Kate. Truly.” Marlowe is in a tailspin, torn between the right thing to do and the thing he’d rather do. The wrong thing. The dark choice. “I said I wouldn’t, if it was you. This is all too much suffering, and if Tanner is right, and Brooks’ spell can really give me the chance to let you go, I’ll do it. I’ll help you get out, and I’ll live in that forest with the Hag Wytch without complaint.”

I punch him in the chest, right where he stabbed himself, and he catches my fist. We’re both breathing hard now, the sound of the hut’s door creaking open as Brooks emerges.

He doesn’t tell me what his memory was, not yet. Tanner takes his place, stepping inside and disappearing from sight. Ghosts continue to shift and dance in the red mist around us, and our shadows prowl, fighting off things we can’t see.

We’re existing in more than one plane at the same time, and it’s terrifying.

“Marlowe is going to let us go, Brooks,” I whisper, trying not to cry. It feels like he’s fucking with me, but at the same time, he wouldn’t lie about something this serious. “Help me out here.”

“If that’s what he wants, we have to let him do it. We’ll all revert to the same timeline. I can live knowing I had it all, even if it was temporary. I’m prepared to accept that.” Brooks is stoic, decisive.

I was tricked. I knew it! These goddamn fucking stupid-ass piece of shit Witchwood boys.

I scream, and my wings spread out on either side of me. The red fog stirs and all of the ghost things lurking around us go running. I’m the biggest, baddest bitch in this realm or any other at the moment.

Marlowe is stunned by my screech of feminine rage. I bare my teeth at him, getting up on my toes and snarling in his face like the feral forest monster witch creature that I am. My hat is crooked and the cone is folded in half, and there’s a mean mouth on the top that’s trying to eat Marlowe’s poor hat brim. It chews the leather, and I taste it.

“You stupid fucking witches,” I grind out, trying to keep my temper. “I try to tell you with words what I want, and how I feel, but oh nooooo.” I roll my eyes and Marlowe blinks crazily down at me like he can’t believe I’m acting so ridiculous in an underworld/alternate timeline. “I man. I know best. Woman no understand. Do you fucking hear me, you stupid dick-swinging idiot? DO NOT PASS ME BY. You gave me what I wanted before by genuinely agreeing to my terms. That’s why I fell for you. Now my terms have changed. Do what I ask, please. I will not marry you if you don’t.”

I hold up my hand with the ring, still breathing hard and trying not to bite Lo’s perfect lips off and swallow them. I let go suddenly and take a few steps back.

“Jesus Christ, fuck. Okay, Kate. I hear you.” He reaches up to probe the small bite mark that’s missing from the right side of his hat brim. It’s cute. Adds charm. Marlowe scowls at me as he drops his hand. “I expect you to patch this then, like the sweet little wife you are.” He gives me a very serious look. “You understand that I’m going to assault you again when I’m in there, right?”

I nod slowly, our eyes locked, and then Tanner’s emerging from the hut.

Marlowe is last, leaving the three of us to wait in the now quiet clearing. Fogged up eyes dripping blood down our cheeks. Wedding rings on our hands.

“I don’t have to swallow cum, I just have to stab myself in the eye. Thanks, Brooks.” I’m being sarcastic, but he turns it around on me like he always does.

“At least you can see now that everything I’ve done thus far—all the swallowing and the spitting and the orgies—it was all necessary.” He’s staring at the door, at the moss that clings to the wood like a parasite. The rounded stone arch above it. The shuttered windows on either side.

“I was in my kitchen, the night of my birthday. My choice was to go to the Witch’s Tree or go out with my friends.” I say it without looking at them. I can’t look at them. Not yet. Not until Marlowe comes back.

The fog rolling through the air between us and the hut looks like blood mist. It’s not pleasant. It smells like iron, too. It’s awful here, and I wonder how we get back out when we’re done.

“I was watching Marlowe wait for Miriam and Dennis outside of the Witch’s Tree.” Tanner delivers his words without much inflection, but I know it wasn’t a hard choice for him. He didn’t have to think about it at all. Being in this mess together is better than being safe and apart.

We’re all idiots. We’re crazy. Morally corrupt. Hard for me to judge Marlowe now that I’ve joined the club. I could’ve saved the world, and I chose to leave it on fire.

Safe to say that stalker isn’t a term that applies only to the guys. I’m as bad as they are. I’m fucking obsessed with them, and I don’t care about pretty much anything else. So here I am, cursed and standing in blood mist when I could’ve chosen a safer route for my life.

It’s … yeah. Wow. Bold decisions, right? Big choices.

Tanner and I stand together, but Brooks has put himself on timeout. Quiet, waiting. Too much space between us. He’s nervous. He’s been nervous this entire time and doing his best to hide it.

Lo stumbles out a few minutes later, flush-faced and panting. He won’t look at me, but the two fingers on his right hand are wet. I see the shine of my fluids on his skin, moving forward until I’m right in front of him. I lift Marlowe’s hand to my mouth and, as we stare at each other, I suck them clean.

He watches me, his erection pressing into my body. He’s shameless about it, and I’m okay with that. This time, he asked my permission.

“My sister,” Brooks chokes, and I turn suddenly to see him shove his hand over his face, stiff fingers digging into his skin. “I had a chance to stop my sister from going inside the Witch’s Tree. I … I only went through the gate a minute after she did. I could’ve saved her. One minute faster.” He drops his arm by his side and doesn’t bother to hide the tears that fall from his green eyes.

Without skipping a beat, Brooks pulls an empty bottle charm from his hat and collects his own tears.

God.

Our coven’s original sin could’ve been cleansed.

And we’re all still here.

“Brooks,” I whisper, but he waves me off.

“Fuck my feelings,” he says, and I get that this is a mantra that he lives by. “Come here and hold hands.”

He instructs, and we obey.

North. South. East. West.

With ringed hands clamped together, we dance around a fire that Brooks starts. On my sixth spin around the circle, I see that the hut is gone like it was never there.

I hope I never have to see it again.
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Kate

We dance until I’m dizzy, clutching Tanner’s and Marlowe’s hands and struggling to catch my breath. My eyes move around the circle to find Brooks staring back at me, and I just want to cry. Because I have it all again. Everything I ever wanted.

Fuck. I’m done with doubting them. We’ll get through this.

I don’t have to suffer alone.

For the first time since I agreed to kill the original Hag Wytch, I see a future that doesn’t end with us being separated from each other. It’s a glimpse of sunshine through some very dark clouds. We’re still in the storm, but it’ll pass. It—

“What’s this shit about?” Marlowe asks suddenly, reaching up to catch bright red drops of blood as they ooze from his nostrils. My hand feels ice-cold without him holding onto me. “Nosebleed?”

“Which we’ll deal with in a minute. Use these eye drops. Now.” Brooks hands out a glass bottle with a dropper, waiting for me to draw up the liquid and squirt it into my right eye. I pass it over to Tanner next. The boys are all quick with it, like there’s a reason to hurry.

A reason to be afraid.

Marlowe is still bleeding, but he just shoves his hand through the red on his face like it’s nothing. He doesn’t care. He stares back at me in defiance, but I’m still worried. Nosebleeds happen every now and again, but the timing seems weird.

As I blink the eye drops in, the strange shadows and the red mist, it all fades away. That’s a relief. Whatever Brooks did to take us to that place, it was dangerous. I had the sense we were walking on eggshells the entire time we were there. We’re taking calculated risks. Everything is on the line with every single decision.

“Alright, strategize with me,” I say, and Brooks lifts a brow. But then … his nose starts to bleed. He dabs at it with the sleeve of his jacket, staring down at the color in concern. Tanner gets hit next, cursing as he chokes on it, blood on his lips and tongue.

I see their shirts begin to darken, right over their hearts—where they stabbed themselves.

The rings on our fingers don’t seem quite so happy or romantic. It’s like I’m shackled to the memory of that moment, feeling them drop lifeless in a circle around me.

“Sit with it,” Brooks commands, ignoring the blood on their faces. I reach up, expecting a nosebleed myself. We’re a coven. This could be some side effect of the spell. “The ring will give you a bad memory on the hour, every hour. To push the curse’s constant hunger back, we need continual sacrifice. The rings will provide that for us until I can plan our next step.”

I do as Brooks asks. I let all the feelings roll over me, tears dripping down my face as I stare at my South, as my hand tightens on my East. West is sitting on the ground which I don’t like. Is he having trouble standing up?

The feeling passes, and the memory washes away. We all sag in relief, even Lo who lies on his back in the dirt, one knee kicked up.

But there’s still blood on their shirts. They’re all bleeding from their noses.

Tanner stumbles, like he might collapse, but he throws himself against the side of a tree just in time to stay upright. He’s breathing low and slow, staring at the dirt and dripping red in a puddle underneath him.

“I might not be conscious for long,” he murmurs, not an ounce of playfulness left in his voice.

Brooks takes a step forward, and then he falls, too. I manage to catch him, his hands heavy on my shoulders. He lifts his head to look at me, hat-eyes rolled back until they’re nothing but white.

“Strategize with me,” he shoots back, and my mind whirs. He’s asking for my opinion. My attention moves to Marlowe, his fingers buried in the dirt and his head hanging low. His hat’s fallen off and everything on it is dead and shriveled up.

Back to Brooks, doing my best not to panic but stuttering when I try to talk. Nervous. Those heavy hands of his tighten on my shoulders, grounding me.

“Are you … is this because I agreed to give up everything to save you, and I haven’t fulfilled my end of the bargain?” My voice sounds steady, even if my heart is topsy-turvy. “Magic requires sacrifice, and so far, I’ve sacrificed nothing for this?”

I start to panic at the idea that I’m right. I’m going into shock as I realize that whatever we do, however we pin back my hunger, however we fix the worlds, I am stuck with this. The best we can do is to keep applying bandages over a wound that won’t stop bleeding.

To keep my coven alive, I have to suffer. The curse of the Hag Wytch.

“It’s possible that you’re right,” Brooks murmurs, pulling me into his arms. But he seems better already. As he holds me and pushes my cheek to his bloody chest, I reach my fingers up to his shirt and probe the spot. The liquid has stopped coming out. His nose isn’t bleeding onto my hair. “If you are, just accept the doom and gloom. You can cry in our arms, and we’ll make it right for you.”

I shove back from him, sniffling and running my own arm across my face to clean some of his blood off. My eyes move to Tanner first and then Marlowe. The latter looks up at me from under a brim decorated in fresh calla lilies. His dark eyes are wide, his mouth in a flat line.

“How many people do we need to kill to satisfy the curse? A hundred? A thousand? How many sacrifices will it take?”

“Brooks is right, kitten,” Tanner adds before I can figure out how to respond to any of it. “You don’t need to have a backbone. We’ve got them for you.” He’s got a swagger to him, acting like he isn’t covered in his own blood and lucky to be alive. Purposely taunting me is what he’s doing. His eyes shine.

A distraction. I’m being distracted with teasing. It works to help me calm down, which is as annoying as it is helpful.

“Fuck you guys,” I snap with zero heat. “I have a backbone. I also trust you. If you think we can break this curse, I’m willing to try.” I give all three of them very meaningful looks, twisting the ring around my finger.

Silence rushes in to fill the space, heavy silence. This is all so fucking heavy.

We’re all just standing there in the sleepy woods, like we didn’t just …

“What was that?” I ask again, pointing to the spot where the supernatural hut sat. “Hmm?”

“Memory hut,” Brooks replies, and he sounds exhausted. I’m not sure how he’s still standing up. And I understand completely why Marlowe is still sitting down. My eye hurts like a bitch. My heart hurts worse. “It’s … I don’t know. I understand how to write spells. I don’t necessarily know the origins of magic.”

“Memory hut,” I repeat, peering at him. Feels like there’s something here that I’m not getting. Brooks, did you truly contemplate letting us all go? I bet he did. I bet he stood there and considered undoing everything, unwinding the tangled strings of our twisted fate.

It wasn’t Marlowe I should’ve been worried about: it was Brooks.

The thought is chilling.

I narrow my eyes at him and he narrows his right back.

“Yes.”

More silence. Tanner looks at me like he wants to touch me, but either doesn’t trust himself or doesn’t trust me. I’m not going to run from him, but it’s safer if we have a little space between us. Even this stalker understands how dangerous I am.

But the one from the South? He’s in trouble—and it’s not just me that’s mad. I’m not going to be outvoted this time. Three against one is patently unfair.

“You want to elaborate on that, Brooks?” Marlowe forces himself to his feet with a groan, blood all over his clothes and face. He wipes the dirt loose with a casual hand, bent over but looking up at me. I turn red all over. Why did I suck his fingers clean like that? What is wrong with me? “How did you know anything at all about that hut?”

I’d love to know the answer to that question myself. I’m also glad that they didn’t talk about this when I wasn’t around. I’m not so far out of the loop yet that I’ve become a stranger. I won’t willingly leave them ever again. I can’t.

Blood drips from Brooks’ nose, and he frowns as he looks down at the droplets.

“My mentor would tell me dark fairy tales on long nights. I realized after I spoke with her ghost that they might not be fairy tales at all.” He sighs, cupping his hand to catch the liquid in his palm. “She told me stories about a coven that turned on itself. She told me stories about the memory hut.” He lifts his poison-green eyes to mine. “She also told me that the curse can’t be broken by magic.”

“Um. Excuse me?” I’m staring at Tanner now, at his fresh nosebleed. He seems frustrated by this confession, like maybe he and Brooks both know more than what they’re saying. Marlowe is as clueless as I am, sniffling blood as he moves into our circle and glances between the other men.

“Did I miss something?” he wonders, and Brooks sighs, flicking the handful of blood to the forest floor.

“My mentor warned me that the curse requires continual sacrifice in order to function. As in, it only works so long as Kate is suffering.” Brooks holds out his hand in my direction, red and dripping and he doesn’t care. He’s on a different level, this man. “Which is what gave me the idea for our wedding rings. If we suffer a bad memory every hour on the hour, we can build and store power. Just like with our hats.”

“That has nothing to do with your nosebleeds,” I whisper, feeling ice needles take over my blood. Everything hurts. Not physically, but emotionally. “What do you know about that?”

“Nothing, really.” Brooks reaches up to adjust his hat as Marlowe glares daggers at him and Tanner pretends to be innocent, so I won’t notice how terribly fixated on me he is. If I wanted to run again, it’d be hard to get away. “Just theories. My running theory is that to keep us alive, you need to suffer continuously.” He lifts that bloody hand to flash his ring with its bright red jewel, an eerie and vaguely threatening design of triangles at its center. “We need to achieve what these do on a much bigger level.”

Brooks is staring right at me, and I realize we’re connected in a very special way. That special intellectual connection that Nathan said I wasn’t capable of. That’s me and Brooks, our horns and antlers tangled in a continuous brawl. He loves my pushback. Loves it.

He doesn’t know the answer to ending this curse, and neither do I. One or both of us could figure it out. Any of us. It’s not just my problem. It’s ours.

“You sure giving Kate a baby won’t work then? Eighteen years of suffering, at least.” Marlowe flexes his hands, his hat coated in spiderwebs. Coated. A single barren stick-like plant protrudes from the white fluff. No spiders that I can see just yet. He must be unsettled, to grow an ugly hat like that. “Or is that just my wishful thinking?”

Marlowe stalks off a bit, spitting blood onto the forest floor and then casting this cocky ya like that, baby? look over his shoulder.

“You never cheated on Miriam?” I ask randomly, and his eyes go wide. “Not once? Never?”

“Huh?” He turns around, teeth bared in moral outrage. “You’re asking if I’m a cheater when we’re in the middle of talking about the curse?” A pause and then this frustratingly cocky laugh where he takes off his hat and musses up his hair—on purpose. Dick. “Asking if I’m a cheater at all? I don’t mess around, Kate. Of course not.”

“I was only asking because you’re so pretty. That’s it.” I hold up my hands, but he’s not convinced. I’ve pissed him off. I want to smile so bad, but I won’t let myself. No more nosebleeds.

“Wishful thinking. There’s not enough time to conceive and give birth, not if we’re attempting to beat the new moon.” Brooks turns his hand, studying his own ring.

Tanner reaches into a bag at his hip and offers me a cockie. It’s held out in two fingers, one of which has his purple wedding ring. I look from that jewelry to his lips, and then finally, his eyes. Like a reflection of the moon, smooth and silver. These are his predator’s eyes. He doesn’t trust me not to run again.

I huff a small laugh and accept the treat. It’s a black cat this time. Super cute.

“There’s something else I need to tell you guys.” I finish the first cockie quickly, holding my hand out for another. Tanner gives me one of the stupid owl ones this time. Hah. The edge of his mouth is sharp, proving how much he enjoys teasing me.

“Well?” He takes me by the chin, his other foot pressed firmly onto my wing, pinning it to the dirt. His face goes cold. “What is it, kitten? You can’t drop an ominous line like that and then take your sweet time answering.”

“I can feel it,” I admit, shifting shamelessly on my feet. The rough hold of his fingers on my chin is turning me on. I should push his hand off, but I don’t want to. I crave his touch so bad that I reach up and put my hand on his wrist instead.

We’re standing in a spot where the moon can reach, the drifting silver dust of that light settling onto my shoulders. I wave my hand, using my earth magic to part the branches above us, bringing the full force of that metallic sheen down to the darkness where we stand.

Our shadows dart out of the light, doing their best to avoid it.

“Feel what?” Tanner asks, tilting my chin up so we can see the sky together. There it is, the waning crescent. “The moon?”

Sharyn appears in the branches, pointing at me with two hands, signing a word I don’t understand. I get the gist of it though: pretty sure she’s telling me to run.

I’m out of time.

“Uh-uh,” I tell him, stealing another cockie from his belt and jamming it into my mouth. “Like the opposite of a—”

I was going to say werewolf.

[image: ]

I’m chewing on something when I come to, but it isn’t a person. Not an animal either.

It’s a ghost.

I’m tearing into a spirit like fresh meat, and its memories are flooding my brain. I’m seeing flickers of somebody else’s life. Grinding their soul up with my lonely mouth. Filling my lonely belly. Warming my lonely heart.

I love the feel of it, all those happy memories going down. I sigh as I chew, seconds away from swallowing another spirit. It won’t be enough. I’m already feeling empty again. I’ll take as many spirits and as much flesh as I can—

Wait. My hands are on a ghost, on a literal fucking ghost. His transparent arm has a bite mark. My bite mark. I’m … eating somebody’s soul.

I force myself to remember who I am, where I am, and why I’m fighting.

Katelynn Fernon Poppy. Old house enthusiast. Small business owner. Painter. Friend. Wife. Current magical status: cursed. Current location: the city park.

I spit the ghost out and it screams, zipping away from me like a ball of light instead of a person. Dozens more float in from the nearby trees, drifting around my head. They don’t flee when I stand up, so I take that as a positive sign. I’m a witch again instead of a … giant ghost-eating owl.

I’m standing inside of an abandoned stone house, though there’s so little of it left that I’m not sure it qualifies as a structure at all. Just ruins now. There’s a cement foundation, one-and-a-half stone walls, and a crumbling fireplace. My friends and I used to call this spot the witch’s cottage. Ah. Wow. That … that didn’t age well.

There’s an informational plaque about the old house, but no matter how many times I read it, I forget where it came from and why it’s of historical significance. Calling it the witch’s cottage was always a more intriguing premise.

The cottage is located in the center of my favorite local park, just a short walk away from a large duck pond and a playground. There are trails all throughout, snaking through the almost fifty acres of behemoth redwood trees. Our town has a population of thirty-K people on a good day, but we’ve got our own small zoo next door to the park. Boasts a skywalk—basically a maze of bridges suspended in the treetops—and a rose garden with an old well.

Oh, and peacocks who wander randomly out of the zoo and into the park. There’s a pair of them lying on the trail beside me, but one has red feathers and I’m sure it came from the Witchwoods.

Their heads have been eaten off—by me, probably.

I use all of these banal facts to ground myself, to push back the hunger.

Where are the guys? What happened?

I look down and there’s a dead man near the edge of the trail, intestines sprawled across the dirt. Head, also not able to be located. Somehow, I remember taking the cockies, but I don’t remember falling asleep. So did I sleep and then wake up as the Hag Wytch? Did the cockies not work for some reason?

Tanner tackles me out of nowhere.

We go to the dirt together as he throws some sort of leather hood around my face. He’s wrestling with me, but there’s no point. I’m so much stronger than him now.

I knock him off and tear the hood over my head, gasping in shock when white-hot pain shoots up my leg into my brain. I turn to see Marlowe standing there with a bow and arrow in his hand, approaching me through a cluster of dewy green ferns in the early hours of dawn.

“You shot me with an arrow?!” I choke out, surprised that he’d really go that far to try and detain me. “What the fuck?” But my body has already rejected the arrow, pushed it out, and healed. That fast.

“You’re awake?” Marlowe asks, eyes widening.

Tanner doesn’t relax at all, picking up the hood from the ground. It’s huge, big enough to cover my entire body.

“C’mere, kitten.” He shakes the leather out and shows it to me. “Climb into the bag for us.”

“You sound like a serial killer,” I retort, edging back a few steps. I don’t know why. I’m going to let them catch me. I’m just a little startled is all. “What happened? Did the cockies wear off? Maybe your guys’ semen isn’t the all-powerful elixir you imagine it to be?”

“You’re tough as hell, Kate, I’ll give you that,” Brooks grinds out, working his jaw. He’s pissed off, so they must’ve been pursuing me for a while. “It’s been a week since you fell asleep. A whole goddamn week of us chasing you. While you’re sentient, you have got to comply. No playing around.”

“A week?” I repeat, looking up and using my magic to move the tree branches out of my way again.

The moon is barely visible. How close are we to a moonless night then? Time is hard to keep track of in this state.

The closer I am to the next new moon, the worse the hunger gets. Like a werewolf in reverse. When the moon was bigger, I was calmer. More in control. Now that we’re here, with the dark carving its way through the moon again, I’m going feral.

That’s my theory anyway.

“Shoot her in the neck,” Brooks says coldly, and Tanner lifts up a crossbow.

Fortunately, I’m not awake when the arrow with the rope attached hits me in the thigh.
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Marlowe

An hour or so after losing Kate at the zoo, we’re standing in front of our house again. The purple Victorian that Kate painted herself, the one she inherited from her grandmother. The one where I mow the lawn.

It’s lined up in a row of others in the ethereal shadows of the Witchwoods, like a candy house. Fitting, since its owner really is a witch that eats human flesh. Hansel and Gretel or something.

“She’s here?” I ask, orange tiger lilies dripping over the edge of my hat and getting in my face. They smell like honey and rotten meat. I slap them away, dropping loose petals across the lawn. “Doesn’t this seem like the last place Kate would go?”

“She ain’t here. It’s your turn to sleep and eat.” Tanner takes off his hat briefly to ruffle up his hair. He’s yawning, too, but we’re only sleeping one at a time. He’s right: it is my turn. Last thing I want to do is rest, but I haven’t slept in four days.

It’s not a need I can refuse.

Brooks gives me a look, a grimoire open in one arm, the pages fluttering as all six eyes on his hat read for him. He stares at me with his own green eyes, like a general looking at an unruly soldier.

“Go inside so we can start resting in shifts again. We won’t make it through this if we collapse from exhaustion.”

“Yeah, I got that. I’m not as dumb as I look.” I rush up the steps and yank open the front door before they can see me lose my temper. They’re right. Logically, I get it. But I’m still pissed off. How are we failing so hard at this? We have one cardinal point left to anoint. One.

I slam the door shut behind me and make my way inside.

Our cat lies on the sofa in a tight ball, tail tucked around her nose. The dog is on the floor, stretched out and relaxed. Ebon looks stuffed, perched on the top of that silent clock.

That other coven is in our kitchen. I’m not against them being here. The world is lonely, and I came back from the Witchwoods with exactly zero friends. Not only is Kate a good wife, but she gifted me a social circle, pets, and a house that’s only a home when she’s in it.

I sneak past the kitchen and head up the stairs. It’s my night off. I have to shower. Eat. Sleep.

All of the useless shit that gets nothing done.
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“Where is my best friend?” Georgia demands, standing up from her spell station in the living room. Ingredients are strewn across the floor, but they’re in organized piles. Rocks and shells, furry animals (still alive but asleep), clothing and gemstones and toys and photos of—

I storm over and squat down in my sweatpants and bare feet, snagging a stack of old pictures and lifting them up for inspection. It’s Kate in high school, this frizzy-haired ginger girl snuggled up to that ex of hers. Kate is cute enough. Nah, she’s really cute. I would’ve liked her if we’d met in high school. I fold the picture and put it in my pocket.

“You’re lucky I have extras. These are spell supplies. Just … don’t fucking touch anything else.” Georgia shoos me away from my own living room. I only leave because I’d rather not answer her original question.

Where is Kate? Well, according to our coven bonds, she’s close enough that getting an exact reading on her location is difficult. I have to let Brooks and Tanner handle her for now. I just got out of the shower. I’ll eat. I’ll sleep. We’ll trade places.

Talia stares at me in blatant accusation while the other one, Tacy, rests on the sofa under a blanket. She looks like she wants to die. She hates being a witch, I think. Too bad. Once a coven, always a coven.

“You’re not going to tell us anything?” Fernanda asks, running up to the newel post at the bottom of the steps. She puts her hands on it as I walk up the stairs with a plate of food from the kitchen. One of the women prepared it for me. I should thank them, but I don’t have the energy.

“Nothing,” I agree, moving into our bedroom and kicking the door closed behind me. Plate goes on the nightstand. Both windows open to the evening breeze.

I strip naked and collapse onto our bed on my back, bouncing on the mattress and pressing my freshly washed hands against my still-damp face. Breathe, Marlowe. Breathe.

I move my hands away and spin the ring around my finger. It’s just about that time, eh? These rings summon bad memories twenty-four times a day. A big ol’ fuckin’ sacrifice for another of Brooks’ demented-ass spells.

I’ve seen plenty of horrible things on repeat: Kate, landing on top of me with no arm. Tanner, looking like the devil in the woods. That missing poster from a dead man’s backpack.

The ring goes hot against my skin in warning. Here it comes. This time, I relive the moment that I realized Miriam and Dennis weren’t coming for me in the Witchwoods. Such cruel, clever magic.

It passes, leaving me annoyed, but unbroken. I’m past that now. I’ve experienced worse things.

I turn my head, eyeing the plate of food. It’ll taste like shit, but I’ll eat. If I’m weak from not eating, I won’t be of use to Kate.

I drag myself up, grab the food, settle into the pillows.

It’s unnaturally silent in that room. The blankets rustle when I move, but that’s it. Just me. The only member of my coven in this house. Kate’s close by though. That’s nice. Her nearness will help you sleep, Lo.

I work my jaw and then I throw the plate at the wall, satisfied at the sound of it shattering.

“Why are you doing this to me, Kate?” My voice sounds detached, like an underwater echo.

I fall back into the pillows, sliding my hands under my head, gazing up at the ceiling. I’m about three seconds away from getting up, putting on some clothes, and heading out again. What’s the point of sleeping without Kate? Oxygen is an effort.

There’s a sound on my left, like footsteps on the floor.

I sit up suddenly, eyes opening, and there she is, standing in a shaft of moonlight from outside.

Kate. My Northwoods. The love of my life.

Naked, pale skin smeared with blood. Winged.

Staring at me.
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Kate picks up a purple lace nightie from the chair and steps into it, dragging it up her body and sliding the thin straps over her beautiful shoulders.

“Tell me I’m not dreaming,” I whisper as she steps forward and then climbs onto the bed, putting her hands on my knees. Those hazel eyes peer back at me, as clear and rational as ever. This is her. This is Kate. Not Kate as the goddamn owl. It’s Kate.

I grab her arms just above the elbow, and she winces as my thumbs dig into her skin. Don’t care. If I have to bruise her to keep her still then I’ll do it. Anything to prevent her from running away again.

“You’re not dreaming, Lo. I need your help.” Her eyes bloom with tears, and she struggles to get a hand up to wipe them away. In the end, I win, holding her arms down as those droplets slide over her cheeks. The blood on her skin turns pink as the salty liquid washes through it.

I clench my jaw so hard, it feels like it’ll break.

“Of course you need our help. Thank fuck you’re here.” I drag her across the bed and tuck her tight against my chest, arms around her. I’ll hold Kate right here until Tanner and Brooks get back. I put my face against the side of her neck, memories flickering of that pretty little mouth latching onto Tanner’s throat and nearly killing him.

I’ll pay attention.

I won’t fuck her.

I won’t.

I can feel my cock hardening, but I ignore it. Am I dreaming or what? Why the hell would Kate just climb through the window and into my lap after a week of running away?

“Before you say anything else, pinch me,” I tell her, my voice as cold as ice. “Do it.”

“What? I’m not pinching you.” Kate shoves against me, frustrated when I refuse to let her move even an inch. She digs her nails into my back as punishment and it hurts like hell. Good. Then I’m awake.

I give her just enough space, so that we can stare at each other.

Am I sure that I’m not asleep? I lean in suddenly and bite Kate on the lower lip.

“Marlowe!” She slaps me, and I lift my face to see her panting and red-cheeked, like she isn’t covered in blood and wearing a pair of wings on her back. “Yes, I’m here. What do you need from me?”

I flip her over before she realizes what I’m doing.

I’m rough with Kate, wrangling her wrists into the cuffs that we left on the headboard in preparation for anointing the South. This is the southern point of our circle, this house. And these cuffs? They’re part of Brooks’ perverted spell.

Hard truth: I love Brooks’ perverted spells.

“These won’t hold me, Lo.” Kate’s voice is growing high-pitched with panic. “I came to see you because I thought you’d be the most reasonable. But handcuffs? Really?”

I lift my head up to give her a look, one of her ankles locked in my grip. These, too, are getting handcuffed. I click the lock around her leg as she gapes down at me.

“Why the fuck would you think that?” I scoff as I move to the final cuff, securing her naked body to the bed. “Kate, Tanner is a sucker for you. Brooks wants to be the king to your queen.”

“And what about you, Marlowe?” she whispers, the feathers of her wings ruffling in agitation. Kate curls them inwards, framing herself with a heart of brown and white and black. I stand at the foot of the bed, staring down at her.

I should probably put some pants on, just in case she goes full-owl and decides to bite my dick off. That’d be a very Kate-like thing to do. Her version of the Hag Wytch is definitely a cock eater.

“I love you because you’re the type who’d take on a curse and run away to save us. It’s those sorts of actions that make me crazy, Kate. It’s also why I can’t ever allow you to do it. Because I love you so much. Does that make sense?”

“Just finish the spell while I’m still conscious,” she growls out, yanking at the cuffs—unsuccessfully—as I move around to the side of the bed. I’m not smiling. I’m happy to see her, but I’m also tense. Worried. Where the hell are Brooks and Tanner? They’re not due back for hours, but shouldn’t they have been tracking Kate?

I pick up a pair of pants, never daring to draw my gaze away from her. Sweatpants, apparently. My favorite ones, the pink ones that make Kate bite her lip unconsciously when she looks at me.

“I bet you thought I just liked these sweatpants. Not true. I think they’re ugly as fuck. It’s the way you look at me when I’m wearing them that I like.” Now, I smile at her, but it’s tight-lipped. My palms are sweating. My feet are bleeding because I walked on broken glass, and I don’t care.

“If I start to change again, I’ll be able to break out of here easily. Marlowe, you’ve got to make sure I can’t hurt you.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, but I don’t touch her.

“No.” That’s it. All I have to say. I turn as the staircase creaks, Brooks’ shadow antlers sliding through the door jamb before he does. He steps in just behind them, green eyes feverish. He looks possessed. I curl my lip at him.

“You let her get so far ahead of you that I have time to truss her up before you show?” I turn back to Kate as Brooks strides into the room and pauses beside me, stoic and still.

His shadow throws its head back in a silent howl. Mine hovers over Kate, smothering her own shadow in the process.

“Is that what you think, Marlowe?” Brooks’ lips twitch, but he doesn’t look at me. Not that it matters. I barely glanced at him. We’d both rather stare at Kate. “Did it ever occur to you that Tanner and I pushed her to come here? Remember who you’re dealing with. You were sent back here as bait.”

Tanner pauses in the hallway just outside the room, turning away for a moment to catch himself.

A pair of tails appears on the wall on either side of the open doorway. Claws extend and retract from the tips of his fingers. His hat throws a shadow over his eyes, but his lips are expressive. Half-parted. Plenty of witch fang on display.

He joins us several seconds later, standing at the end of the bed and putting his hands on the wooden footboard between Kate’s legs.

“How long have you been staying conscious for?” Tanner asks without preamble.

Kate looks at him before she turns back to me.

“Never more than a minute or two at a time. Just … hurry up.” She steadies her breathing, focusing on the ceiling above the bed and giving the handcuffs an experimental yank.

“We made those cuffs out of the leftover metal from our knives.” I smile tightly. “And we put a strength spell on the bed frame. Don’t worry about escaping. It isn’t happening.”

Kate’s back arches, and she sucks in a sharp breath.

Her irises fill up the white spaces of her eyes, pupils dilating along with them.

The wooden bed frame creaks as Kate uses her Hag Wytch strength to pull against it.

“Aw Frank, you know I don’t smoke no more,” she grumbles, using the raspy voice of a much older woman. One of her victims.

“Motherfucker,” I groan, putting my face in my hand.

“I know it’s early, but it’s a school day and I don’t care.” A younger woman’s voice this time. Kate is thrashing around, her bones cracking and shifting as she becomes something more than human. More than witch.

“It feels good, harder. Ah, right there!” Yelling in somebody else’s sex-laced moan.

“You know it, you know it, you know it,” she grunts back in a different voice, making me think she ate a couple mid-sex or something.

“Prep the spell,” Brooks commands, and then all three of us are moving—but only for a few seconds. I don’t even have time to pick up the powder that I’m supposed to blow across her skin.

There’s a sharp cracking sound, like the snapping of bone, and I turn to see Kate breaking her own hands and feet. Wrenching her right hand through a cuff as blood splatters the blankets underneath her.

Holy shit.

She can’t dismantle the bed or the cuffs so she’s dismantling herself.

Will she dismantle us though?

I throw myself on the bed, straddling her as feathers burst from her skin.

Kate digs her claws into my rib cage, five punctures on either side that send fire bombs off inside me. I gag on the pain as she tries to dislodge me by bucking her hips.

I cling on as Brooks and Tanner do their best to subdue her from behind.

“What the fuck is going on outside?” Kate grinds those last words—a teenage boy, maybe—through her teeth, fat tears spilling down the sides of her face as blood soaks into the mattress of the bed.

This is what’s born out of the dark things we’ve become. This is the end result.

Fate is all the warnings you should heed, but don’t. Forgotten corners.

We have to subdue Kate here, in the southernmost point of our circle. An enormous spell that encompasses the beach in the West, the campground in the East, the tall trees in the North, and our home in the South.

One last point to consecrate and this shit is virtually over. Everything else is easy. Everything else we can do.

I stab my own claws into Kate’s side and she screams. The sound tears me apart. Worse is the look of alienness in her dilated pupils as she cracks a blow across my face that leaves me stunned, the hot heat of her body scrambling over me and out the window.

Brooks and Tanner are yelling, but I’m too stunned to respond. Halfway to being knocked out.

This is going to hurt, isn’t it, Lo? I’m up and off the bed, turning and snatching my broom before I take off out the window. I catch up to the heavy flapping of Kate’s wings, slamming my body into hers and sending us both to the ground in a bundle of limbs and feathers.

“You sure you’re eighteen?” she asks, and I hate-hate-hate hearing the sound of her prey’s voices. Kate’s voice is the only one that matters.

She nails me in the face a second time. My head goes fuzzy, space-white. All I can hear is ringing, but I don’t allow myself to let her go. Not this time. She’s slack-jawed and wild, throwing herself at me, teeth tearing into my shoulder.

It’s agonizing.

I tighten my grip and she tilts her head back. Her jaw unhinges and wasps come pouring out, stabbing me with their stingers. I can’t hold onto her through the swarm, throwing up a spell and soaking myself in water. The world goes silent as I drown the insects that are pouring out of my wife’s throat.

Kate’s lips snap shut, and I let the bubble of water around me go, soaking the earth. All of her friends are at the window now, watching us.

She tries to bite me in the cheek and then throws her wings at me, launching herself skyward at the same time. I hop right back on my broom and join her, our eyes locking as we both head for the roof-deck of the old house.

With my shadow’s help, I stand up on the wooden broom handle, balancing my bare feet on the narrow surface. Velvet black wings open behind me, a match for Kate’s incredible span. Her orange and black braid catches the wind, wrapping around her neck like a noose. Her lashes are caught in the cool sea breeze, hazel eyes watering underneath, cheeks pink from the cold.

Behind Kate, just three short miles away, an ocean wave rises, ready to flood the streets and find its way here. I’ll pull out whatever stops I need to.

She cocks her head at me, like a bird. She has more feathers than hair now, her nose pointed and sharp at the tip. I see nothing in those big, black pupils except hunger, sadness, and rage.

“I’m right here, Kate,” I whisper, but she lets her head fall back and releases this sharp, piercing note, a sound that drives an iron nail into my brain.

Brooks catches up to us next, fire licking across the roof and surrounding Kate, trapping her in place.

Theoretically, trapping her in place.

She dives forward, uncaring that the flames are taking on the feathers of her wings. Brooks doesn’t douse them right away, allowing the fire to catch enough that Kate’s going to have trouble getting back in the air.

A gust of icy wind blasts down, pushing against Kate’s attempts to lift off, and she screams again.

I hate everything about this.

Hurting Kate. Making Kate bleed. Causing her pain.

She lands on the roof, her bare feet knocking shingles loose, her eyes wild and untamed. She’s still Kate, but she’s … not Kate. It’s as if every part of her that made her human has been stripped away, leaving only the most basic, primal pieces of her behind.

Just violence though? What about mating? What about that? Can we lure her into having sex with us?

Because sex is what we need to push back this curse.

The tips of her toes break open under the force of talons, curved blades growing from her feet and digging into the roof. She crouches and it’s barely human. Not witch either. Something else.

Kate is staring at the three of us with an expression I recognize from the forest: mindless hunger. That’s the face of a Witchwoods monster on the hunt.

“Remember,” Brooks calls out, breathing as hard as I am. Tanner is right behind Kate, scaling the ladder instead of using his broom. He slinks up behind her and charges as Brooks finishes his declaration. “She can’t die, but we can. And if we die, we’re damning her alongside us. Don’t be soft. Fight hard.”

Tanner launches himself at Kate, putting an arm around her neck and dragging her up from that crouched position. She shrieks, but it doesn’t sound like her. No, it sounds like a fucking owl.

I let my head fall back, calling the water down the street, a tsunami of salt and sea. It washes in, white foam and navy blue, dragging cars and small trees and probably people along with it.

I drop my chin in time to see Kate throw Tanner off the side of the house and into my water with a splash. Brooks takes advantage of her distraction to knock her still-human body to the deck. The blanket we fucked on up here was forgotten, so it’s still there.

A quilt of lavender now covered in blood.

Kate has her teeth buried in Brooks’ arm, spattering red across the white and purple fabric, splashing it on the kitschy railing, covering her own face in crimson. My shadow scrabbles across the roof, throwing its wings out in an effort to protect Brooks.

Her teeth are wrenched from Brooks’ arm, rending flesh and snapping skin and tendon. He blanches, but manages to move while he has the opportunity. Kate turns her newly formed beak on me, tearing into my shadow and sending a shockwave of pain that throws me off my broom.

My head is spinning, and my hat is dying, rotten mushrooms splatting on the ground all around me. Shit, shit, shit, Lo. This is so bad. This is really bad. I throw up blood as Kate drags my shadow into her mouth, slurping it up like black ink. It flows into the beak that used to be her nose.

She isn’t human now.

Except for that face.

Kate’s become the Hag Wytch in front of my eyes, and my shadow’s being eaten by a giant owl. She stares back at me from black-rimmed hazel eyes, blinking long lashes. I’m temporarily stunned.

Tanner crawls over the edge of the roof, taking a charm from his hat and throwing it at Kate.

The tips of her wings are severed, and she shrieks, releasing my shadow. He flows back out of her mouth and slithers down the drain in the rooftop deck. His screams echo in the pipes below as he flees to recuperate. Shit, man.

I’m on my feet, but the Hag Wytch is hopping into the air, talons out. I’m thrown down and crushed underneath her bulk, ruffled feathers obscuring my view. I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating under all that weight, and then Kate is shifting again.

Now I’ve got my woman on my chest, her wings drooping on either side of her.

“Yes, sir,” Kate murmurs, and when she stares at me, her eyes are just as dead as they were before. Mindless. Tanner and Brooks each hit her with a charm that does seemingly nothing. They sign to one another and then start to draw a spell circle around us in their own blood.

Kate latches onto my throat with her hand and starts squeezing. I can’t fucking breathe, but it doesn’t matter to her one way or another.

She’s gone. My Kate is buried underneath the landslide of the curse, and if I die, I’m ruining everything for her.

Tanner uses his magic to push oxygen into my blood, and I gasp, reaching up to stab my witch claws into Kate’s shoulders. I grab onto her, trying to push her off, arm muscles bunching, teeth clenched. Fighting Tanner off once upon a time gave me much-needed experience in a situation like this.

I know what’s happening. I am outmatched. Fucked. I’m going to die without intervention.

Kate’s horned shadow appears, swooping down and using its mouth to tear open my pants. Helping Kate shimmy them down, so that my cock is exposed. It’s soft, but she spits on it, and magic courses through me.

Aww, fuck.

Kate lifts up and slams her pussy over my shaft, spearing my entire cock into her at once. She’s still choking me, but Tanner’s got that covered. I’m not passing out, even if my lungs are burning.

Brooks has backed off, watching instead of interfering. I get it. We need to fuck her anyway, so two birds, one stone. But … it seems like I’m meant to feel violated by this.

“Make your dick bleed,” Brooks instructs me, because this is part of the spell, too. Kate hisses at him, but at least she looks like a cute griffin chick with tattoos and a witch hat. I’m being raped by a goddamn succubus. My entire body aches from the damage to my shadow, and the very last thing I want to do right now is have sex.

When Kate lifts up on her knees, I reach down and tear one of my own piercings out.

It’s a lust spell.

Wait. Is that what they were throwing at her just now? Smart.

I moan as Kate comes down hard on me, stealing the charm from my fingers and swallowing it. That was a decision she made entirely on her own, but it works for me. She’s still holding my neck with one hand, licking blood from the fingers of the other. She stares down at me with all-black eyes and fucks me into the rooftop like she’s trying to kill me.

Full circle.

This is karma.

I let her do it. I try to enjoy it. Kate is still hot. It still feels good. But it’s so wrong. It’s so off.

Brooks and Tanner begin to hum as Kate drags her tight pussy up and down my bloody dick, soaking her insides with iron and pre-cum. I dig my fingernails into her shoulders, forcing my eyes to stay open and watch.

The entire house is surrounded by water, but I don’t use it to defend myself. This is what we need. This will save Kate.

She leans down and forces a too long tongue into my mouth, putting even more pressure on my neck as she grinds herself into me with such firm friction that we’re both getting skin burns on our pelvises.

Brooks lights an effigy made of sticks, putting flames on the four crude sculptures at the corners of the roof. Trapping Kate briefly between them. Until those twig men burn out their very last wooden limb, our Hag Wytch isn’t going anywhere.

Tanner squats down a little closer, elbows on his knees, watching me.

“I’ll bet that feels good, like every teenage boy’s dream. You’re being fucked by some sort of hot Heavy Metal chick, eh, Marlowe? Nice and tight, but ridged. Stroking over your piercings. Those slick walls clamping down and taking your blood and your seed.” He pauses, studying me to see if it’s helping.

Not yet.

“I didn’t make any contraceptive potions,” he promises. “And we’ve been fucking a lot. May as well be actively breeding her, huh? Put that cum in her, Marlowe, while she’s begging for it, just like you promised.”

I’m almost ashamed to climax after that, but Tanner helped me through it. I don’t think too hard about that, taking the opportunity of Kate’s own orgasm to throw her off of me. I start to crawl away and she grabs me again, the pair of us rolling around on the ground with my seed leaking out of her and me gasping for breath.

It’s an absolutely frantic fight, one that I would’ve lost if Tanner hadn’t tossed that falconry hood over Kate’s head and prevented her from biting me with both mouths. Her beak is back and she’s slowly shifting above me.

I manage to crawl away and jerk my pants back up. No time for the buttons, but fuck it. I snatch my broom up and hop on before she grabs me again, rising into the air and drawing the water up along with me.

The tsunami rains down and slams into the Hag Wytch, pummeling her and churning her in the navy surf. Tanner and Brooks are protected in pockets of air, but the owl god is brutalized and broken, tossed in a heap of feathers to the debris-strewn deck.

I let the water go and it rushes back to join the sea, taking its own victims with it.

I tug a rope knotted with bone from my bag and hang it from the end of my broom like a macabre wind chime. Dry bones clack together in the breeze as Tanner and Brooks pull the wooden stocks away from the wall. As the Hag Wytch’s body heals, she turns briefly back into a woman again.

“It’s alright, honey. I’ve got you,” Tanner whispers as he and Brooks lift her up and get her back in the stocks before she has a chance to fully heal. I begin to sign a silent chant, fingers crossed, my ring shining in the moonlight.

I start to hum.
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Tanner

I don’t hesitate to shove my pants down. To violently tear a metal piercing from my cock so that it bleeds freely, activating the spell. Sure as shit don’t hesitate to mount Kate.

The stocks are well-made, but they won’t last very long. We need to complete this ritual as fast as humanly possible. We may never be able to subdue her again if we let her go now.

This needs to happen.

Since she assaulted Marlowe, I’m not very gentle as I pound into her from behind. She yells and shrieks and curses in the voices of her dead victims. Violence. She just reeks of violence.

Believe me, if the Kate Wytch gets out of her bonds right now, I’m a dead man. We’re barely treading water, pun intended.

Marlowe is in position, sitting on his broom and humming with the bone charm in place. It sways in the breeze above us as I fuck Kate like a cheap one-night stand, hard and fast and in search of an orgasm in the easiest way possible.

Blood and pre-ejac, it’s messy but she feels as good as ever. Kate doesn’t have a problem with me screwing her when she’s asleep, so I figure this is pretty much the same thing. Even if it weren’t, I’d do anything to save her.

Even things she doesn’t like.

I grip her smooth hips as Brooks helps me with her wings, holding one down with his foot, using his shadow to deal with the other. Neither of us lets our shadows too close to her mouth. Just like the Hag Wytch can eat ghosts, looks like she has no problem eating our shadows.

My body unloads for me, emptying my cum between Kate’s quaking thighs.

The wood of the stocks cracks, and both Brooks and I narrowly make it out of there before she tears them apart. She turns on us, grabbing both our necks with her hands and dragging us closer when we’re trying to move away.

Marlowe swoops down and knocks his entire body, broom and all, into the side of Kate’s head. Blood oozes, but she doesn’t let us go. It’s not about suffocation at this point. With my magic, I’ve got it. No oxygen-starved brains.

But she is about to snap our necks.

Brooks and I swap with our shadows, dropping down in unison as our shadows push up. They take our places, so when a pair of necks is cracked in Kate’s hands, we’re not dead men. Our shadows both crumple to the ground like spilled ink, but they’ll recover if she doesn’t eat them.

Marlowe is using his machete to fend Kate off, hacking pieces of her across the roof, flesh and blood everywhere. Doesn’t matter. She heals as quick as he can hit her, and then she snatches the end of the machete in her hand, ignoring the liquid that oozes out.

Kate tosses Lo’s weapon off the roof as I come at her with my own, using it to lop off an entire wing. That does it. She loses interest in Marlowe and turns on me, spurting blood in a horrible geyser. The entire surface of the roof is slick with red, our feet slipping in it as we hear shouts from below.

“We’re going to cast a spell that should help. Just stay alive for the next couple of minutes!”

It’s Georgia, yelling at us from the backyard.

The power of friendship, eh kitten? My expression is grim. Thought I’d seen hell before, but that was bullshit. Now this is hell. Hurting someone I love. Being hurt by someone I love.

“Don’t count on it,” from Brooks, panting as he edges in to stand shoulder to shoulder with me. “We can handle this. We’re almost there.”

My wife lowers her head and unhinges her jaw, spiders spilling out and swarming across the ground toward us. They don’t look like much, but one bite is enough to kill a man. Brooks sets them on fire, and I use the wind to block our position. It’s a good distraction—for us.

Kate as the Hag Wytch, as the too-big owl with a human face, appears in the center of all that, nearly immune to our coven magic. My face is snatched up in one set of bird talons while she grabs Brooks with the other, dragging us into the air and then letting us go from a height that reads like a death sentence.

Our brooms are our lifesavers, drawn by the dark carriage of our weeping shadows. My shoulders scream as I snatch onto the broom handle on my way down, nearly tearing them from their sockets. I climb up and take a seat, watching as Kate hits the top of the effigy’s barrier and nearly falls back to the roof.

I hang my bone charm, sign my portion of the chant. Brooks does the same.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Brooks throws his machete, severing Kate’s other wing, and the owl comes plummeting down again. She hits with a crack, feathers exploding everywhere and getting stuck in the mess of blood. The three of us rush down, hopping off our brooms and turning the body over as it begins to shift.

“We’re casting now!” Georgia calls up again, and a white light appears around Kate’s body like a halo. She chokes on blood and blinks a few times, like she’s coming to. Our eyes meet, and I could scream. Kate is back.

“Please …” she whispers, voice cracking. But it’s hers. Her voice. My Kate.

“Kitten,” I murmur, sitting down and putting her head in my lap. She closes her eyes as her body knits itself together and Brooks lifts up a metal needle, made from the metal of those cursed knives.

The clock ticks, and our rings surge with hair-raising power.

Every hour on the hour, no matter what.

I remember my dad, taking me to the woods and teaching me how to assault a woman. I remember stumbling from his car, throwing up. I remember the beating he gave me after, punishment for being a pussy boy.

And then it’s over, and we’re back.

Brooks shoves the needle through Kate’s engorged clit.
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Brooks

I rip one of the piercings off my cock. A new one. One that I made with metal from the blades that we used to kill ourselves. Kate’s clit piercing is the last of that wretched material. As she cries out in surprise, I pierce her clitoris and slide the metal loop through the hole, closing the jewelry so that it’ll stay in place.

This spell is complete when I orgasm, so you best believe that I’m getting this done quick. Orgasm and then lick and swallow. Lick and swallow.

I grab my red-stained cock and shove that weeping crown into Kate’s messy pussy, slamming into her twice and causing her tits to bounce before I let my body unravel like a virgin in the drive-in movie theater on a hot Friday night.

Kate is crying softly now, but she isn’t trying to eat me.

I take her wrists and lean forward, pinning her underneath me with her legs prone around me. Our eyes meet, and she holds my gaze like it’s nothing, trembling, lip pouty, bloody and adorable and alive.

“I … I could really use some rubbing alcohol and a slice of pumpkin bread.” She sniffles, and I feel a slow, cool smile stretch over my lips. My love. My reason. My necessity. The mother of my invention. “With chocolate chips.”

“And so you shall have it.” I drop between her thighs, putting my mouth to that perfect pussy and devouring the blood and cum of my coven. Completing the spell. Finishing it. Fucking finally. Finally. Finally. I raise up enough to catch Kate’s hazel eyes again, and then I swallow.

Shamelessly.

This is my responsibility, and I’ll take my punishment like a man.

I sit up on my knees and take Kate with me, crushing her in my arms and burying my face in the side of her neck. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry it took us so long.”

Marlowe and Tanner are right there with us. My coven. My whole, complete coven.

Not my sin at all, but the entirety of my salvation. A divine, unholy blessing.

We hold Kate between us without complaint. Without jealousy or animosity.

With nothing but love.
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My wife is draped in a silk robe, nibbling on a slice of fresh sweet-spiced pumpkin bread as she looks back at her friends. They have the other three chairs, arranged on the far side of the kitchen table. Talia is seated on the counter opposite Marlowe, playing with the metal mask he gave her in the Witchwoods.

I don’t want to be in here with these people. I want to be alone with my coven. But there’s an order to everything. Blood orgy. Pumpkin bread. Strategy. Peace and joy. Sweet, blessed sleep.

“How long until you’re convinced our spell actually worked?” Tanner murmurs, eating his own slice of bread and standing on my right. I’m facing away from Kate, but all of my hat-eyes are on her. I gave her two pumps of my hips. Two. I’m ashamed of myself, but it needed to be done. It was practical.

My shadow’s antlers are crooked on the wall, attached to a head that won’t sit right on its broken neck. I slice a piece of pumpkin bread for myself and then set the knife aside, turning around to watch Kate’s interaction with her friends.

If they make her happy, then I’m happy, too.

“It’s only temporary, this spell,” I remind him. “Eventually, Kate’ll get hungry again. We need to truly break the curse.” I put my hand up to my hat brim and push it up and out of my eyes for a better view. I’m whispering, but I doubt the women would notice me if I were yelling.

“You agreed to be an immortal, lonely, people-eating owl god for …” Georgia looks at Marlowe first, and he scowls at her. She looks at Tanner. At me. We stare at one another, and I know what she thinks. I’d be thinking the same thing if I were her: do better. “Them.”

“They’re my coven,” Kate says, blushing but lifting her chin, too. “You’d do the same for the women.”

“My coven doesn’t stalk me. We have appropriate boundaries.” Georgia looks Kate over, squinting at the swirl of orange and black hair that’s gotten wrapped around one of Kate’s shadow horns. She’s wearing them like a headband. “But what’s done is done. Alright, you’re not going to swallow our souls, so how do we fix this gate? When do we fix this gate?”

“We’ll need some time to recover. If this is going to work, it’ll have to be a moonless night.” I step toward the table, laying the slice of pumpkin bread in my hand on Kate’s plate. Her cheeks flush and she picks it up to eat while my heart expands to fill my entire chest.

I can’t breathe, and I’m biting my tongue. I want to spit into Kate’s mouth and hope the memory she sees is how I feel right this very second. Her hat’s mouth spins around the cone to face me and then opens up, the triangular tip of the hat falling back and revealing a circle of teeth underneath. That’s where the tongue comes from, tasting me and then smacking its lips.

Kate goes still as she savors my emotions, but only for a few seconds. She starts eating her bread again as Marlowe finishes off the second loaf all by himself. I can’t blame him. I’m starving, too. That was not an easy set of spells. Four separate ones to make a giant spell circle.

But it worked.

It worked, and Kate isn’t speaking in the tongues of the dead. She isn’t shapeshifting. Most importantly, she isn’t running.

“That gives us … two days?” Georgia clarifies, turning to me again. I nod, and the room goes quiet. The whole world is quiet. A bit of blood drips through the floorboards above our heads, splatting on the surface of the table. Must’ve leaked down two full floors to get here.

“We need to patch that roof,” Marlowe murmurs, and then he hops off the counter. Tanner steps closer to the table, the three of us surrounding Kate with our broken half-dead shadows behind us. Marlowe’s has holes in its wings. Mine has a broken neck. Tanner’s is holding its own decapitated head.

“Excuse us, please. We need to have a very long, very private discussion.” I heft Kate up from the chair with my hands under her armpits, and she gasps in mock outrage. She snatches the rest of the pumpkin bread on her way past the stove, and Tanner retrieves the milk from the fridge.

“It’s that come to Jesus moment, isn’t it?” she whispers as I use a hand on the back of her neck to get her upstairs.

“Oh, yes,” I reply, and then we retreat to the bedroom and lock the door.
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Kate

The events on the roof are troubling, to say the least. Marlowe and I keep darting looks at one another. He’s doing it right now, sitting on the edge of our bed as I lean back against the bedroom door and face off against Brooks. Not looking at him though, totally stuck on the idea that I sexually assaulted Marlowe.

“I’m really sorry,” I whisper, but Lo just flushes and waves his hand like it was nothing.

“I’m not. Needed doing. Guess you have to forgive me now?” he asks with this cocky little curl of his lips. The expression annoys me. It’s also hot as hell. Maybe it’s as hot as it is because he’s such a smart-mouthed bastard?

“I should’ve eaten Miriam when I was in owl form. Dennis, too.” I slip away from Brooks and he lets me go, his eyes watching as I wander over to the bed and climb on. Tanner is sitting on the windowsill, arms crossed over his chest, frowning at me with an icy stare. What’s that look for?

“Don’t apologize to that ass-hat. He had it coming.” Tanner’s ice melts into something molten, and I flush all over. More woman than witch at the moment. He’s lovely, magic or no magic.

“Would’ve saved me a lot of future drama. Why didn’t you?” Marlowe quips back, and then I just throw my arms around his neck and cling on for dear life. I know that nothing is solved here. I know that I have to pay the price to keep them alive. But I can’t help myself. I can’t help it.

I got more time, and every second counts. I’m not ready to say goodbye yet.

Marlowe holds me so tight, tucking me up against him and stroking my back. He’s comforting in a way I didn’t expect. That I didn’t see coming.

“I’m not mad about the roof, okay? Was it pleasant? No. But magic is sacrifice. It was an easy sacrifice to make for you.” He burrows his face against me, and we just sit there breathing for a while. It’s nice to be this close to his pulse and not want to rip his throat out.

I don’t feel any hunger, none at all—with the exception of Brooks’ deliciously moist dessert.

Pulling away from Marlowe is only possible because Tanner is there. I go to him since he won’t come to me, but when I put myself in grabbing distance, he snatches me around the waist and pulls me in between his knees. He’s still sitting on the windowsill, wrapped around me and dirty as fuck. Metaphorically, sure, but literally, too.

We’re all nasty. In fact, Marlowe and I have already gotten blood all over our sheets.

“A shower first might’ve been more practical,” Brooks admits from behind me as I rub my cheek against Tanner’s, forcing him to tickle me with that wonderful stubble.

“Last time we’ll ever be separated,” Tanner mumbles, holding me in his strong arms. “I hope you enjoyed it. Had your last hurrahs.”

I snort against him, but I don’t move. I just need to be here. Because every second we get that feels as good as this one is something important, a memory to be kept and treasured.

“Shower sounds really good, but I’m not sure what to do about these wings.” I adjust myself and knock an old dusty vase off the corner of my dresser, shattering it.

“They’re cute as hell though,” Tanner offers, leaning back to study them. Both were sliced off during the battle but they’re already back, hale and whole. “And don’t worry: we anticipate your needs, don’t we, honey?”

Brooks tosses a cloak over my shoulders, and Tanner helps catch it so it doesn’t slide off. He hooks the metal clasp in the front for me and then leans back to take it all in. I feel the cloak settle into place, and when I turn to look, my wings are gone.

“Holy shit.”

There are shadows wafting around my legs, like the cloak isn’t really a cloak at all. It’s a nest of playful writhing shadows, like a reaching black fog. Ominous. Spooky. It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

“You’ll have to wear that for a while, but the wings won’t be a problem,” Brooks explains, walking up to stand beside me. I can feel the tension between us like a torn tendon, something that wasn’t meant to stretch and so it finally snapped. It’s painful. “Not that I think other people will be able to see them. But now you won’t add extra housekeeping work to my list of chores.”

“Oh, so I’ll be fine as long as I wear a hooded cloak and a witch hat out in public everyday? Are we sure we want to fix the gate?” It’s an obvious joke—we need to fix the gate—but Tanner and Marlowe laugh anyway.

They always laugh at my terrible humor.

“It’s a cloaking cloak, Kate.” Tanner doesn’t seem to notice what a stupid name that is. Frankly, I’m disappointed in the guys. They had a chance to name all those newly discovered species in the Witchwoods, and I got basic terms like flash-toad and gore-bear. Yes, and cloaking cloak. So creative.

I raped Marlowe on the roof. My eyes dart to him, and we both blush again.

“A cloaking cloak?” I repeat, and Tanner reaches out to throw the hood up. My hat disappears from sight as the cloak settles on my hair, but I can still feel the tongue moving around so I know it’s on my head. A very useful illusion.

“How many orgasms did this one take?” I tease, but they all look very serious about it.

“Dozens,” Brooks admits. “Dozens of sad, lonely masturbation sessions sitting in this room and scheming clever ways to get you back. Now. Look at me.”

I turn away and let Tanner settle himself around me from behind, swallowing hard as I peer into Brooks’ face. He’s very stern today, arms crossed, the eyes on his hat disdainful. The poisonous ones on his face soften as he looks me over.

“I’m not about to scold you like a child, Kate. You did well. We all did very well.” Brooks shakes out his hands and sighs, hat-eyes closing in random order and then opening back up again. “Tonight, we’ll rest. Tomorrow, we start spell prep.”

I could cry for how happy I am to hear him say that.

The world might be asleep (Marlowe might’ve flooded my neighborhood with a tsunami), but this feels right. Downstairs, I hear the subtle signs of my friends and I feel content. So goddamn content.

Happy.

“Ah, shit.” Marlowe catches his sudden nosebleed in his hand, and I feel all of the blood rush out of my face. Not too happy though. I accept that one day soon, I’ll be alone in the Witchwoods and my men will be out here.

The only way to break the curse is to give into it.

I will need to trust these men with my literal salvation.

But can they do that? Can they be sin and salvation?

The nosebleed stops, but Brooks is looking at me sideways, and Tanner is squeezing me too hard around the waist.

We collect pajamas, make our way to the bathroom, and we shower together. Climb into bed together.

We’re even too tired for sex, but we curl up in a warm pile and within minutes, we’re all fast asleep.
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I nuzzle into an armpit. Not sure whose armpit it is, but it’s warm and somehow … it smells good? I blink myself back to life and realize that I’m worshipping Tanner’s pit. His arms are folded behind his head, and I’m clinging to him like a horny sloth.

His eyes slant my way, and his expression is dark. It’s the darkest I have ever seen him look. No, not dark. Serious. This is what he looks like when he’s serious.

“Thank fuck that we showered before bed, eh, you weirdo. You were licking me down there.”

My mouth drops open at Tanner’s words.

“I was not,” I protest, adamant in order to protect my dignity. “Maybe it was my hat?”

“Which you’re not wearing,” he adds, but his voice catches, and his entire body is taut. This is our first morning sort of … after. This is an after, and we’ve made it so far together. I want to cry. I want to scream. I want him to know how much it hurts to be this close knowing I can’t keep him forever.

The Hag’s curse is like this: until I’ve paid my price, the spell to keep them alive is only temporary. I have to fulfill my end of the bargain. There’s no way around that. And yet, they’ll never stop. There is no impossible with them. It is never accepted that we will not be together, somehow, someway.

Maybe it’s a foolish, romantic worldview, but it’s why Tanner and I fell for each other so fast.

“Fine. I was licking your armpit.” I snuggle into him, Marlowe clutching me aggressively from behind. Brooks is sitting up, staring down at us with no hat on. No shirt. Naked and pretty in the sunshine coming through the window.

Holy fuck. I’m caught on his beautiful face, and he knows it. He knows what I’m thinking, too.

And it’s become a challenge.

“I’ll prove whatever you’re obsessing over wrong,” Brooks assures me, and I roll my eyes.

“Just remember that I beat you at chess,” I remind him, turning to see if Marlowe is awake. Of course he is, and somehow he looks young and soft in the morning light. There’s nothing on that face but a blank slate, a future for us to write together.

Marlowe is such an adorable optimist.

“You love swallowing cum, and you like licking armpits. We get it. You’re weird, Kate.” He scowls at me, but his eyes are too gentle of a brown for him to pull it off. “Just remember: you had your way with me last night. I expect a little bit of coddling.”

He smirks at me, that dark hair of his caught in the shadows in a way that makes it look black. No rainbow shimmer. Just silky hair and a face that’s too pretty for his own good. Honestly, if I think about everything that’s happened to me since I went into the Witchwoods, the weirdest part is how I ended up with three hot straight guys in one coven. Lucky break.

“I did, and I’m sorry.” I reach up and place my palm against his cheek. Marlowe doesn’t get as stubbly as the other two, but there’s a bit of a dark shadow on his pale skin. I rub my hand against his jaw, and he wets his lips, expression falling into something vulnerable and raw.

I’m stunned by it, and I’m honored that he’d give me a chance after being burned by his childhood friends. I couldn’t imagine Georgia, Tacy, and Fernanda ever leaving me to suffer in the Witchwoods. They’d have followed me into the tree, too. But Marlowe … he was left behind.

I slip my thumb into his mouth, and he sucks it for me, maintaining contact with those dark eyes. We have so much to talk about that it’s easy to forget that we need to fix the dark wonderland we’ve trapped ourselves in.

Because, ultimately, at the end of the day, the four of us are the ones who put ourselves here.

“I’ll coddle you,” I promise before he gets a chance to say anything else. Marlowe’s honest expression doesn’t change, but he does sigh a little. He looks gentle and affectionate toward me, and my heart swells with emotion. Too big for my chest.

My thumb slides out of his mouth with a pop, and then he sinks his teeth into the meat of my palm. Flicks his evil tongue against my skin. Uses his hold on my wrist and hand to drag me close and put us face-to-face.

I’m cross-eyed and staring at his mouth.

He, uh, doesn’t look so vulnerable or raw this close up.

His strong neck. His shoulders. The heat of him against me.

“You haven’t taken us to the bagel shop yet,” he says softly, and I realize immediately what he’s talking about. There’s a local bagel place that’s been around since the mid-eighties. Boiled bagels, hard as rocks. Because if you can’t kill an intruder with your bagel, then you’re eating the wrong kind.

I grin and lunge forward, kissing him close-mouthed with our eyes open. Marlowe is so startled that he releases me and pulls away while I laugh. He throws his arm over his mouth and peers at me in wonder from all-black irises. He has the eyes of a wild animal, but the red cheeks of a twenty-three year-old suburban boy. He’ll always have the lowest body count among us. That makes me chuckle as I sit up.

I find myself looking at Tanner’s armpit again, but I swear, it’s sort of shiny and … yeah, I probably licked it in my sleep. I start blushing, too, and Brooks snorts.

“Goddamn, look at the two of you.” He raises a brow as he squints down at us, like he’s the ninety-something-year-old man he’d be without the Witchwoods. “This isn’t anyone’s first time at the rodeo, so what’s all the blushing about? What are you two embarrassed about now?”

“I’m not fucking embarassed.” Marlowe sneers at Brooks, but the expression doesn’t last long. Lo rubs at his face with both hands. “I want to lay in bed and hold Kate all day. I want to go eat bagels. I want …” He drops his hands into his lap. “I want to see if my parents will take me back. Most importantly, I haven’t seen my sisters. Can we please fix this gate? It’s not something I need to be happy, but it’s something I want.”

“No, this is not a want.” I try not to sound panicky. I should say something funny and flippant. Then maybe they won’t see how desperate I really am. “Marlowe is right: we need to deal with the gate.”

“You’re both in trouble now,” Tanner teases, and then he sits up, too.

Just the four of us in morning sunshine in a sleeping world, sitting in a row of tattoos and obscene hair and scars. I rub the one on my chest. It’s framed by demon wings, topped with horns, and propped up by double tails that crisscross to make hearts. The center of the design is filled with a pair of antlers, reminding me that I brutalized their shadows as well as their bodies last night.

Cumcakes and cockies, what have I done? My eyes slide over to find Brooks’ shadow on the wall, its head hanging crookedly from a broken neck. Yuck. I saw it last night, but I was too tired to acknowledge how unsettling it is. Why is Georgia’s coven so precious and cute by comparison?

The spell the girls used to snap me out of my Hag Wytch owl rage involved looking into one another’s eyes and saying the most vulnerable, raw truths they could think of. They split their palms with a knife and painted themselves in blood … and then they danced naked under the shrinking crescent moon. Heh. So maybe not completely wholesome, but much better than our demonic sex coven.

“Why am I in trouble?” I ask Tanner, and he laughs at me, lifting his fancy brow. He raises the purple gem of his ring up to his face and stares down at it. Uh-oh. Is it almost time for another bad memory? These are truly unpleasant rings. I’m almost mad at Brooks for making them our wedding rings, too.

Everything has a cost.

“Because you both forgot that this is Brooks we’re talking about.” Tanner turns to me, the hand with the ring curled close to his face, esoteric and tattooed. He kisses the gem and crooks a smile at me, and I blush again. “Maybe relaxation and snuggles are part of the gate spell? He has a tendency to build in what he wants to do alongside what he has to do.”

“Don’t tell me that unless it’s true.” I’m giving Brooks a look that he returns with a curve of his lips. I groan in disappointment when he swings his legs off the edge of the bed and stands up, turning a look over his shoulder as he runs his fingers through his black and red hair.

“It’s not. Unfortunately, we’ve slept in long enough. We have thirty-six hours until the new moon. Unless you want to be around to see what happens when humanity wakes up to pure chaos, let’s get this done. I don’t have a lot of faith in human beings, and even less in the Witchwoods itself.”

I think about all of the people I killed, the piles of corpses everywhere. Did the men clean it all up? Will it still be there when the worlds separate? Ugh. My head is killing me.

“Coffee first. I’ll make breakfast. We’ll sit at the table and take a breather.” Brooks pauses, almost like he’s unsure about something. Him showing us that, his brief second of indecision, is him showing trust in our coven. “There’s one personal thing I’d like to do before we cast. The words you signed to me, from Sharyn? I’d like to take her up on her offer and meet her at the cemetery.”

I can’t breathe. I wish I could hear the grandfather clock chiming the hour from downstairs. Instead, the rings activate, and I’m treated to my hourly bad memory. It’s a new one for me: Brooks’ white and shaken face as he walked out of the memory hut with parted lips and wide eyes.

That’s a horrible memory, one of the worst, because I know that Brooks made a choice inside that hut. He considered letting us go because that’s the sort of person he is. Practical. Logical. Strong. In the end, he chose to damn us all. To risk everything to keep our coven together.

He let his sister enter the Witch’s Tree knowing what the outcome would be.

In our own ways, all four of us are monsters.

I, too, could’ve saved the world, and I turned it all down.

The memory fades, and I let out a pungent sigh of relief.

“I hate that so much,” I whine, but really, it’s no big thing. An easily endurable inconvenience to keep the curse’s uncontrollable hunger at bay. I can handle it.

Brooks is sweating, reaching out to snatch up his hat. It’s asleep until it hits his head, and then all six eyes open too wide, red-veined and looking like silent screams. They all blink in random order and then settle back into steely perfection. A man with no fears.

“Once we break the curse, the memories will stop and the rings will store power like our hats. Don’t despair, coven. This torture is temporary.” Brooks reaches up to adjust the brim of his hat, ensuring there’s this artistic little wave on the right side of center. A little tipped up portion to add style.

I move to stand up from the bed and gasp in pain. There’s a sharp, hot burning from my clit. I shove the blankets down my hips, so that I can stare at the new silver ring pierced through my most sensitive part. When I wiggle a little, it almost feels good, but it hurts, too.

“Shouldn’t this have healed already?” I ask, but Brooks only shakes his head.

“No. You’ll heal at normal speeds for the time being.” He points at me, and I gulp, shifting my wings close. This man is brutal and vicious. He shoved a bone needle through my engorged, sex-hungry clit without a single warning to me. Probably better that way, but ouch. “Do not take that piercing out for any reason at all.”

“What if I need my genitals to bleed for a spell?” I tease, since they all tore out dick piercings last night to use in combat. I remember that part. I remember way too much of that battle. I was in and out, trapped inside my body but slave to my overpowering wants.

“For any reason at all,” Brooks repeats as I gently flick the clit piercing and then throw my head back into the pillows. My legs clamp together instead of spread apart. I roll onto my side with both hands pressed over my pussy.

That hurt a lot actually. It’s not healed yet, and I shouldn’t do that.

“Kitten.” Tanner is poised above me, looking concerned. His shadow balances its missing head between the pair of tails, jostling it around as he tries to get a better look at me. And Marlowe’s shadow? I can still taste it. His essence was there, like I was swallowing up his magic in that delicious bite.

“Yes?” I ask, gently removing my hands with a wince.

“We can’t use salve on the wound, but let me put a loose bandage over it, just to hold the ring in place.” He traces his fingers over the scar on my right arm, where he stitched me back together only a month ago. A month. I can’t believe that I was running from them for as long as I knew them in the first place.

Two months in.

We are only two months in to this relationship and willing to screw over two dimensions to make it all work out. Coven. Coven, coven, coven.

Tanner opens the top drawer on my never-before-Brooks-was-it-organized dresser. There are quaint, useful items organized in little clay trays. A pair of nail clippers. Some tweezers. A tidy stack of bandages.

“Hurts to get stabbed in the dick, huh?” Marlowe asks, scooting down the bed so he can sit at the end of it with me. Now that the sun is up, I see how funny it was last night when I thought Marlowe was dirtying the edge of our bed with blood.

We might’ve changed the sheets, but those handcuffs are still there, attached to the splintered footboard. There’s blood and gore on the ground, but at least it’s still fresh. Not spoiled. Not smelly. No maggots or flies. One of the little hidden plus sides of using forest god songs to put the entire planet to sleep. Meat doesn’t rot!

“Gross.” I study the ground with a crinkle of my lip before looking back up at Marlowe. Maintain your cool, Kate. I know you were never cool to begin with, but this is important. It’s vital that I live this happily ever after with them, so they can function as normally as possible.

I don’t have to say it again: unless there’s an undiscovered way to break this curse without losing the magic I gained in casting it, we’re fucked. I will retreat inside the Witch’s Tree and I will seal it. I’ll block the men out here, and I’ll accept the agreed upon price.

I spread my legs for Tanner when he comes back, and he licks his lips like a wolf. Hat back on his head. The gray ears flattened. He uses a bit of rubbing alcohol, and I bite my lip, eyes flicking over to Brooks as he leans against the wall beside the bedroom door.

If cleaning and bandaging the wound were against the spell, he’d tell us.

Tanner presses a tiny kiss to my silver clit ring and then curses because he has to disinfect it a second time.

“Sorry, babe. Wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean to make you hurt twice.” He presses the Band-Aid on, and seals it nice and tight against my skin. I’m sure it’ll stay in place for at least five minutes before it falls off and gets stuck to some random body hair, and then hurts really bad when I try to take it off.

“Thank you,” I tell him honestly, leaning down to meet his crouched form and kissing him on the lips the way I did to Marlowe earlier. This isn’t a fuck me hard kiss. More of an I like you kiss. “Such a thoughtful stalker.”

“Hey, most stalkers give up after death, but you have the supreme comfort of knowing we still come for you from the afterlife. How’s that for commitment?” Tanner stands up, cocking a brow at me and offering the biggest shit-eating smile I’ve ever seen in my life.

What was it he said to me? That flirting with me was purely instinctual?

I dart off the bed and get myself into a pair of cozy weekend pajamas. I copy the way the guys dressed me before and wear a sweatshirt backward, letting my wings stick through the unzipped part. I’m sure I look ridiculous with the hood hanging over my boobs, but it is what it is.

“Morning everyone!” Fernanda calls cheerfully when we appear in the kitchen with our half-dead shadows oozing across the walls with a sound like nails on a chalkboard. Fernanda’s shadow has pixie wings and hops like a little songbird. Aww.

She presents us with a pan of cinnamon rolls while wearing some of my inherited floral-patterned oven mitts.

“This is my third attempt at cinnamon rolls. Yeast doesn’t rise in this place, did you know that?”

The cinnamon rolls smell amazing, but Brooks harrumphs and flicks up his hat brim with a single finger. Georgia is in his chair, sipping coffee from his mug, and swinging her massive metaphorical cock around. If I weren’t straight, I’d probably have fallen in love with Georgia Appleby.

“I miss drive-thru coffee,” she mutters as I reach back and grab one of the men’s hands at random—Tanner—and drag him into the room with me. We each take a plate and let Fernanda serve us her freshly-baked desserts. Both Brooks and Marlowe act like they can do better and opt to wait for whatever our Southwoods will make.

“Don’t worry: our food is one-hundred percent semen-free.” Talia lets us know with a bright grin and a pair of thumbs-up. Her blue hair is on the top of her head in a messy bun, and she’s wearing her Arcata High gear which is still really weird to me. “Tasty, too. Why are you being rude and refusing to eat one, my guy?” she asks Marlowe, and he gives her a comical scowl.

“I don’t trust a woman who blushes every time she sees me without a shirt on.” Marlowe shrugs and then takes a seat directly behind me on the counter. It’s not a very big kitchen, so there’s mere inches between us, if that. Tanner makes me sit on his lap, and I expected nothing less. “Except for Kate, obviously.”

Fernanda plates her own cinnamon roll and drags in one of my decorative antique chairs from the foyer. They’re child-sized, totally impractical, and really old, but I love them. She makes the chair look usable when she perches on it with that pink pixie cut and wild blue eyes. I’ve always thought that Ferndanda looked kind of fae, and the Witchwoods has only enhanced my opinion.

“As for the shirt thing, you’re objectively attractive, but I’m not a creep. I’m not even trying to look at you. You just have a tendency to flash your nipples a lot.” She offers me a look of apology, and I return it with an understanding smile. Tacy scoots her chair into the table to get a better look at me, as if I might disappear at any moment. “I would never touch your coven member. You know that, right?”

I nod, holding back a surge of sudden emotion. I love my friends so much. I’ll miss them so much. Georgia notices and narrows her eyes, but while I had to tell the men my curse theory, I do not have to tell her. I won’t. If Brooks thinks we need a second coven to fix this, he’ll say something.

Our leader rummages in the fridge while Georgia smirks. Her gloating face is the best.

“Fully-stocked, huh? That was our doing. Why don’t you cook us all a nice breakfast to say thank you, Mr. Poppy?”

Ooh. Mr. Poppy? Georgia is on fire this morning.

Brooks’ big shoulders are very tense, and his largest hat eye is twitching in irritation.

I adjust myself, my wings spread around Tanner and even Marlowe behind me. Somehow, I still manage to knock a ceramic cookie jar off the counter that’s filled with dog biscuits. Brooks tears a small mug charm from his hat and chucks it at the pile. The ceramic reforms, and the jar is whole again. Biscuits are still all over the floor, but … damn.

Talia decides to pick one up, sniffing one of the heart-shaped cookies before giving me a look.

“Cum?” she asks, and I almost choke on my very first sip of coffee. Brooks has presented me with a steaming mug, and I’m nice and warm and happy with Tanner’s stiff cock underneath me. I know it’s not appropriate with my friends here, but he can’t control it.

I smile into my cup.

“Dog biscuits,” I admit and Talia sighs, scooping the treats up and then fetching herself another cinnamon roll.

“Any chance you four can leave, so we can have a minute?” Marlowe asks, sounding annoyed as he flicks his poor chewed hat brim at her (I really need to patch that hole since it was my hat that ate it in the first place).

“No.” Georgia flashes him a look, and he returns it with a growl from behind me. His shadow, with all the bite marks in its wings, leans forward to meet her antlered one. Tacy’s curled shadow tails go ramrod straight as she studies their interaction, but her eyes are far away. I wonder if she’s missing Jared?

“After breakfast, we’ll finish the last of our ingredient gathering. Until then, we stay here.” She drops her brown eyes to mine, long lashes and raven hair that shimmers a dark blue when she moves. It was always like that, but the magic of the woods has enhanced the color quite a bit. “You are not the only ones who almost lost someone precious.”

My breath hitches, and my hands tighten around the mug.

“Be nice, boys,” Tanner says, putting his chin on my shoulder and crushing our hat brims together. Mine is licking his cheek like a dog. Embarrassing. Happiness and possession. His emotions are an odd mix inside of me, one soft and comforting while the other is harsh and unrelenting. “This is our friend group for the next however many decades.”

“This is true,” I say, gesturing with my coffee. Splashing some on the table. My hat takes care of that for me. “I don’t date guys who don’t like my friends.”

“I like your friends plenty.” Tanner.

“What do you mean you don’t date guys who … You’ve only ever dated one guy before us.” Marlowe.

“We’re not dating, we’re married, Mrs. McDowell.” Brooks.

“Mrs. Poppy,” I correct, and then cringe when I realize I added missus like he asked. Idiot.

“Yes,” Brooks agrees as Tanner chuckles and cuddles me tighter, arms around my middle and squeezing. “That’s correct.”

“So, Georgia, you think you’ve got your gate spell all worked out?” Tanner asks, an arcane version of small talk. He’s looking at Georgia’s delicate white mini top hat, with the veil and the dried flowers. No sign of sentience just yet, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen any day now.

“I don’t think anything—I know it.” Georgia sips her coffee and stares down at the paper on the table, a purple pen in her other hand. Brooks uses magic to steal the page off the table, tearing it out from underneath her palm until it’s settling in his fingers. He stirs the pan on the stove with magic and then focuses his attention on the spell that my friend has written up.

“Baby teeth?” he asks, turning to give her a look, and she shrugs.

“We all got to talking and, coincidentally, we have families who saved our baby teeth. It’s a limited resource, and painful when they fall out. Perfect spell ingredient.” Georgia sets her coffee down and tosses the pen on the table, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. “You disagree?”

“Good thing you only have to do this once,” he remarks, passing the page back. That’s as close as Brooks will get to praising someone that isn’t part of our coven. Georgia accepts his grumbled words with a sharp nod.

“We’ve got this.” She stares back at me, determined but taut. I can see it in the way her shoulders creep up toward her ears. “What are the chances of you four getting trapped in the Witchwoods again?”

“Won’t happen.” Brooks plates bacon and eggs in the shape of a smiley face. Yolks for eyes. Meat for a mouth. Very cute. He feeds me first, then Marlowe, Tanner, the women, himself. What a cutie. Arrogant, too. He turns around and leans back against the stove, eating his breakfast as we all fall silent and just listen.

The back door is open, but there’s no wind today. It’s dead quiet out there, like we’re trapped in the underworld together or something.

“We could change the history of this planet,” Tacy whispers softly, and it hits us all in that shared space. She’s right: we could. There’s nothing we can’t do right now, nothing we can’t change while the world sleeps.

But we’re out of time.

Of all the great things we could’ve achieved with life on pause, all that we’ve managed to do is preserve our love.

The most noble, selfish pursuit.

“Fuck the world,” Tanner murmurs, using his shadow to feed himself breakfast. I’m excited to see that its head is back on its shoulders … until it’s not, and then it’s hanging off to one side of its shadowy neck by a string of velvety black tendon. Uhh.

“That’s not a very heroic stance to take,” I warn him, but Tanner just snorts at me.

“Heroic? When the hell did I say I wanted to be a hero?” He seems to find the idea absurd, but these men are nicer than they think.

“And I told you: villains fuck better.” Marlowe huffs from behind me, and Brooks gives him a look.

“At least you can finally admit what you are. Hopefully we’re done with all the whining then? He spent days crying over the memory hut.” Brooks finishes his food, collects all of our plates with a whirl of his finger, and deposits them magically in the sink.

“I wasn’t crying over it; I was jerking off to it,” Marlowe grinds out, and Fernanda chokes on her herbal tea. Tacy covers her face with her hands and shakes her head. Talia pretends to throw up. Georgia gags.

“Crying and jerking off then,” Brooks corrects, eyes shining. Teasing. I love his playful side.

“Definitely both.” Tanner is nodding in agreement, tucked between my wings and snuggled up against my back. “But you were only jerking off for the spell. The crying was voluntary. Or … was it involuntary? You get what I’m trying to say.”

“I’m going to fucking kill you one day, East.” Marlowe laughs, his statement dark but his intentions light. He won’t hurt Tanner. He’s not even mad at Tanner anymore.

Ahh, my heart. My big, sappy heart.

Perfect moments in life have a tendency to pass us by because they’re so small.

This is one of those.

I feel lucky to have noticed.
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Kate

We arrive at the Ferndale Cemetery by broom. The roads, while mostly empty, are filled with cars that are as frozen in time as the planes stuck in the sky and the static boats on the ocean. Seems as if anything ‘modern’ just went still. Nothing blew up. Nobody crashed.

I don’t know why, and I don’t care. I’m just glad I didn’t kill a million people by sending their planes to the ground with a cursed lullaby.

Sharyn is already waiting for us, seated atop the gravestone that Brooks once punched in anger. She turns to look at us, more like an ethereal blotch of fog than a girl. A smile breaks on her face that’s charming, if not a little too wide to be comfortable. Pits for eyes. An adorable dress.

She lifts her hands to sign at Brooks, but he just stands there in front of the creaky, old cemetery gate and stares at her like he’s frozen in time. I don’t know precisely what moment he went back to when he stepped inside that hut, but he might’ve seen her, whole and alive. Even if he didn’t, he would’ve known what changing his decision could do.

Sharyn McDowell would’ve lived, and Brooks would’ve stayed in the fifties. He would be an old man by now, if alive at all. He might’ve married someone else, might’ve had kids. If he was still around when I was born, maybe he’d look me up just to say goodbye?

We’d never know each other. We wouldn’t be coven. We wouldn’t be husband and wife.

Brooks McDowell chose me, no matter what. No matter fucking what.

I rush up to him with Tanner and Marlowe right behind me. My arms wrap around Brook’s left, and I drag him forward, down the soggy, mossy pathway and over to the family gravesite.

Sharyn looks at me and smiles, making shapes with her hands that I can’t read.

I turn to Brooks for answers, hoping he’ll translate.

“It was a pleasure getting to know you, Kate. My brother is in …” Brooks pauses, that stone-cold expression fixed on his sister. I squeeze his arm harder, and tears come pouring out of his hat like rain. The brim is my umbrella against a saltwater sky. “He’s in good hands,” Brooks finishes, and I realize that Sharyn’s just made a rather clever joke.

I’m not sure if she’s still deaf, as a ghost. But I’d rather Brooks signed my response to her anyway. It feels more genuine if it’s delivered like that.

“Tell her how much I appreciate her help.” I tug on the wool sleeve of Brooks’ peacoat, and he lets himself look away from Sharyn to check in with me.

“Should I tell her that I’m sorry, too?” he asks, purposely turning his head so that Sharyn can’t see his lips. If she can hear him, she doesn’t let on.

“Don’t apologize if you’d make the same decision twice.”

We stare each other down, and he exhales, turning back to the little sister that he lost so long ago. Seven decades and now we’re here. It’s not a happy ending in a traditional sense, but Sharyn is free from the Hag Wytch. Free, but dead. Free, but with a chance to say goodbye to the person who loves her most.

It’s not just the hat that’s crying now. Brooks has tears rolling down his own face as he signs back and forth with his sister. Somehow, even through the tears, she finds a way to make him laugh, and I hate myself more with each passing second because I know that this is my fault.

If I’d known that I’d still have to pay the curse’s price, then I would’ve made a different choice in the memory hut. Saving the world wasn’t enough to sway me, but the men are. How could I have allowed Brooks to give up his sister when I can’t guarantee that I’ll be here to help him through it?

Tanner wouldn’t have changed a thing, ever. Marlowe was only trying to uphold his promise to me. Brooks was broken in half over his choice. Mine was easy, but it’s not.

I’m crying now, too, and that catches both Brooks’ and Sharyn’s attention.

My Southwoods opens his coat and pulls me inside, putting his arms around me and his lips near my hair.

“Don’t pay attention to me,” I growl, trying to push him off. He locks his arms around me, but my clit ring has shut down my Hag powers, so I’m stuck here. “Visit with your—”

But then I look back and Sharyn is gone, and Brooks is squeezing me even tighter.

“My whole family is somewhere else, and she’s been alone for so long. Keeping Sharyn around was selfish, so … I let her go. I said goodbye, Kate. I said I love you, and I let her go.” He nuzzles hard against me, tucking me so close to him that we might meld together under the heat.

I don’t think I’d mind that much. Or at all. Nah, I wouldn’t mind at all.
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“Hey you.” Brooks steps back from me and puts his hands on my shoulders, spirit balls floating above us, the sun sinking beneath the black silhouettes of Victorian houses filled with sleeping humans. With the ancient trees as a backdrop, they look like little toy houses stuffed with dolls. “We’re going to break the curse, not write it up a thank you card. You keep getting these … expressions on your face that I don’t like. Don’t get all introspective on me, Kate.”

Brooks straightens out his wool coat and pops the collar with a flick of his thumbs.

“I’m always introspective,” I mumble, and then both Brooks and I go stone-still when we realize that Tanner is staring at something in a near panic. His quicksilver eyes are locked on Marlowe as tears roll down the face of our Westwoods.

“I have sisters,” Lo says, shoving his arm over his eyes, dressed in a hoodie, sweatpants, and that moss-covered hat with a salamander wrapped around the conical portion. It hisses a tiny cloud of fire at me and then slithers around the cone before disappearing. “I get it … I …”

Marlowe stops talking and turns away, staring at the blank wall of a mausoleum. Tanner cocks a brow and then turns back to us, like he can’t quite believe what he’s seeing. They’ll be best friends in another week or two, I can sense it. Tanner and Lo were meant to find each other, platonic soulmates or something.

“I assume we’ll be meeting these sisters at some point, huh?” Tanner asks, pushing on the brim of his hat from the back so that the front tilts down, all sexy and mysterious and whatnot. The wolf ears are a little too cute though. “How many sisters-in-law do I have exactly?”

“Three,” Marlowe admits, looking back at us with red-rimmed eyes and ruined makeup. He put on eyeliner this morning, and there are black smudges on the top parts of his cheeks. “On my end, anyway.”

Brooks has no family now. Tanner has no family. I have my friends and maybe, one day, a relationship with siblings I don’t yet know. But Marlowe? I suppose that if I came into this relationship with a house, a business, and some savings, he came in with a family.

I hope it works out with them the way he wants it to. If they snub him, I might have to go full Hag Wytch on the Waverleys.

My hat secretly eats some sleepy insect with a lot of legs, and I gag, even though I’m only getting a residual taste. Brooks has a hold of my right arm, like he thinks I’m going to run away again. I encourage my hat away from bugs and toward Brooks, licking his face and tasting all of his sadness and his salt. I turn and raise up on my tiptoes, kissing both corners of his handsome lips.

Brooks closes all of his eyes and relaxes into my touch, giving into me as easily as Tanner or Marlowe when I treat them so gently.

“When I first thought about having a coven, it was because I wanted to use it against the Hag Wytch,” Brooks begins carefully, sharing a piece of himself with us. “After I had a coven, I gave up my quest for vengeance in order to protect it. Now? Because of you, Kate? I’ll have both things. I lost nothing.” He opens his eyes, grabs my face between his big hands, and kisses me like we’re in a black-and-white movie.

Tanner pushes the wind through the cemetery, stirring pine needles and colorful leaves from nearby Witchwoods trees. The breeze ruffles the tails of Brooks’ wool coat, stirs my orange and black hair. I slide my hands around the back of his neck, my cloaking cloak (hah) whipping against my legs. Our hat brims are crushed, the very tips of the cone parts bending in the warm wind, folding and squashed. They never look right. They’re always just sort of ehh looking.

I love these goddamn hats.

Brooks pulls his lips from mine after offering only the barest swipe of tongue. He stroked the seam of my mouth, hit the tip of my tongue, and that’s it. I want more. I lean in for him, and he groans, letting me have his mouth.

There’s nobody around. We can just fuck right here if we want, but … wait. He said not in this cemetery, didn’t he?

I jerk back suddenly, and Brooks opens all his eyes on me at once. His fingers are on my arm still, keeping me from getting too far away.

“You said you’d fuck me in another graveyard, just not … this graveyard.”

Brooks blinks slowly at me, all of his eyes in unison.

“I love that you hear me, Kate. Always.” He adjusts us, taking my arm like we’re just out for a late afternoon stroll. With Tanner and Marlowe close enough to touch, we walk, all four of us winding up the hill toward the oldest graves. Crumbling stone obelisks and gargoyles with missing wings.

As the sun goes down, we lay out a blanket that Brooks packed in the wicker ball-sack basket. It’s bloodstained now, but that’s okay. It still holds a thermos with hot water. Plenty of loose-leaf tea. And lavender-basil scones with lemon zest sugar sprinkled over the top.

With the world asleep, there are no lights. It’s just us, the stars, and my old friend, the moon.

The sky stretches across the horizon, a band of black shadows and diamonds. Spirits float up in front of us, ascending. Spirits drift down, descending. Wherever they’re going, we’ve been seeing their numbers dwindle steadily over the last month.

The very last of them will probably be gone by the new moon, when this shadowed sliver in the sky disappears and our world goes completely black.

Brooks changes his mind about the sex. Marlowe, too. Tanner, of course.

We make love and it’s not for a spell this time.

It’s for us. Coven. Love. Family.

The four of us fall asleep together on a blanket in the middle of the underworld.
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Kate

It’s late afternoon when Brooks shakes me awake, the fog drifting around us in white and gray swirls.

“Morning, sweetheart.” He places a scone into my hand and a kiss to my forehead. I smile as I bite into the scone. Despite the weather, the air is warm thanks to Tanner. Thanks to Marlowe. I love this steam fog. It’s a nice touch.

Our rings go off, right on time, and I close my eyes hard against the memory of the men bleeding from their noses outside the memory hut. Ugh. This is truly an awful spell. I hate it.

The memory fades, and I open my eyes to see Marlowe cursing. Brooks contemplating.

Tanner is fine, chewing on a scone and staring out at the tiny town surrounding the cemetery. You have to drive past a lot of cows and fields and patches of redwood forest to get out here, and it’s not like I live in the middle of a giant city. Rural, would be the word I’m looking for.

“One day, I’ll take you all to San Francisco or something. Show you how big the world is now.” I accept a mug of tea from Marlowe, taking a sip without bothering to check the temperature. There’s no need to. It’s perfect.

“Sounds like hell. I’ll pass.” I can’t tell if Brooks is teasing me, or if he’s serious.

“You’re not into traveling?” I wonder, because we’ve spit blood into each other’s mouths, but we’re missing a lot of basic dating questions. “I’m not sure that I am either, but wouldn’t staying in Humboldt forever make you feel like you were missing out?”

“We’ve been to another world, kitten,” Tanner offers with a shrug. “But I’ll go wherever you want to go. Spent some time in San Fran already, so let’s go somewhere else.” I don’t ask. I bet San Francisco in the late eighties was insane.

“Do you think there are other gates?” I ask as we prep ourselves to head into the woods. We’ll meet up with the girls there. Go over the plan.

Say goodbye to this chapter and start another story.

“God, I hope not.” Marlowe shivers as he picks up his broom, studying the handle with a lascivious glint in his eyes that annoys the shit out of me. We both know why he’s looking at it the way he is. Because I fucked that broom. “The Witchwoods aren’t bad enough? Did you enjoy the memory hut or something? How many other worlds do you really want to see?” He looks over at me and bites his lip—lasciviously. “But a road trip with you? I’d be down.”

I love that.

I also notice a droplet of blood clinging to his nose, so I stop fantasizing that we’re going to live this fabulous life together. Reality is right here and staring me in the face.

The sky is growing dark, meaning we slept (and fucked) so late that most of the day has passed us by. We have until dawn to fix the gate or else … that’s it.

Brooks is the first to climb on his broom, and as his coven, we follow.

The worlds combined and awake. Not a nightmare I care to see.
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Our white witch counterparts are waiting for us, a pentagram of salt already drawn around the cracked stump of the old Witch’s Tree.

“I should’ve made you go out instead of letting you wander into these woods all alone.” Georgia looks pissed, dressed in one of my grandmother’s many silk robes. The women appear to be naked underneath. Still wearing their hats though. “On your birthday, I mean.”

Should I … should I tell her about the memory hut? Nah. Not now. Possibly not ever.

She looks around at the dark clearing with its shadows layered and impenetrable, its vast collection of fern species (native Pacific Northwest varieties as well as those from the Witchwoods), and its corpses.

There are dozens of dead influencers, YouTubers, busybodies and various other victims that any one of the guys or I could’ve saved by giving up our coven. We’re still here, and this is our fault, so we’ll deal with it.

I let out a long, slow exhale. Fortunately, nothing rotted, so it doesn’t smell like much more than blood. All of the maggots on the bodies are asleep, too, so the flesh doesn’t move. Doesn’t crawl.

Brooks puts his massive hand on my shoulder and squeezes, nearly buckling my knees under his heated touch. I can see Marlowe and Tanner, fitting a length of rope around the fallen trunk of the Witch’s Tree. They borrow a bit of my magic to manipulate the earth underneath, so that they can actually get the rope around it.

“We’re going to pull on those ropes at the same time you use your Northwoods magic. The ropes are already spelled to amplify our intent, so we shouldn’t have much trouble getting the tree back in place.” Brooks looks up at the trunk and tilts his head, his hat narrowing its eyes on the scene like they’re making their own assessment. “You’ll seal the two parts together, and then each coven will begin its own gate spell.” Brooks gives Georgia a very serious look while Fernanda gapes at Tanner and Marlowe, yes, taking off their shirts again.

“I’ve literally warned them about stripping in front of others numerous times. I only gave them a few rules when it comes to social media and no shirtlessness was on that list.” It’s supposed to be a joke, but I sound so thirsty when I say it that I end up pulling the hood of my cloaking cloak up to cover my blushing face.

“Rad cloak of deception. I dig it.” Talia is eating a protein bar and wearing a tie-dye robe with a hemp belt. It suits her somehow.

“Thanks,” I say with a smile, thinking that cloak of deception is a way cooler name for my magic item than cloaking cloak. But you know, my husbands spit cum in each other’s mouths to cast spells, so what do I know? We’re fucking gross, but I’m so snuggled down in my cloaking cloak that all I feel inside are butterflies.

Brooks’ nose drips blood onto my shoulder, but he just absently swipes it away. His eyes meet mine and I hear the unspoken problem for another day in his expression.

“One coven on each side. No talking. No mixing magic. Got it.” Georgia gives Tacy a look, and the pair of them have one of their miniature stand-offs. “No talking, Tacy.”

“Look, I might not like this magic stuff, but I understand it. I won’t say a word.” Tacy holds up both hands, and the pair of them stare each other down until Brooks clears his throat.

“We’ll end up in the woods, and you’ll stay here. If we don’t come back immediately, we might not be back for a while. Keep studying my grimoires and make protecting yourselves a primary objective.” Brooks moves around me and slips out of his peacoat, tossing it over a nearby branch. He tears his own shirt off and uses the fabric to swab the blood from his nose.

I sigh. The whole reason we went viral—and I swear by this—is because of the shirt allergy thing. Technically, you could blame all these unalived influencers on my husbands’ nipples.

“You’ve got this, Kate.” Georgia gives me a shoulder pat with all of the confidence and comfort of an alpha boss, but none of the sexual tension. It’s nice. I throw my arms around her and she hugs me right back. For minutes. We hold that hug for a while.

Fernanda is next, then Tacy, and even Talia.

There’s always a chance we could get trapped down there again, and guess what? I don’t regret telling my friends how much I loved them that night. If I’d died, at least I’d have said goodbye.

“Ready.” Marlowe turns, twisting a length of rope around his hands. Uhhh. My brain dies at the sight of him shirtless with his metal mask hanging on a chain around his neck, scarred and tattooed and ink-eyed and holding rope.

Brooks turns to me and frowns, lifting up a hand to snap his fingers in front of my face.

“We know you love being tied up, Kate, but try to focus for a minute. We’ll be having sex shortly.”

I blush and Brooks’ lips quirk. Marlowe exhales and closes his eyes, tugging the rope tight between his fists and twisting it so that it creaks. My blood goes hot, and I fist my own hands in the silky fabric of the cloak.

“New fetish unlocked,” Marlowe whispers, cracking one dark eye and lifting the rope to his mouth. He fucking bites it, and my ovaries explode. Metaphorically. As the Hag Wytch, I doubt that I need to worry about his no contraception spells for you bullshit.

“Our fluffy little kitten wouldn’t like this rough-ass rope. We’ll get you silk, baby, and truss you up like the birthday present we all owe you.” Tanner finishes a complicated knot on the side of the tree, weaving feathers and bones into the mess and yanking on it with a strong pull of his arms and shoulders.

I watch it all, the way his body moves under the cryptic designs on his skin. Oh. Yeah, the air is just thick with hormones. A drop of blood runs from Marlowe’s nose to his lips and he flicks it off with an irritated flash of tongue.

“Birthday present, huh?” I whisper, trying not to get too excited. If they’re getting nosebleeds, then I’m loosening the spell. I’m betraying the curse. I’m reneging on the bargain I made, and the price I agreed to pay. I lift my chin as Tanner slouches and crosses his arms, eyes narrowed on me like he’s getting ready for a hunt. “Tying me up is a present for you.” I wave my hand dismissively and Tanner snorts, reaching out to flick my hood off my head so that my hat is exposed.

“You sure about that, honey? Would we like it better than you or the same? Maybe it’s not a gift at all and just something we should work into our daily routine.” Tanner flexes his jaw and looks me over with eyes that are more silver than blue.

He doesn’t trust me.

He shouldn’t.

I’ve already explained what’s going on with the curse. I’ll give the men time to figure it out, to fix it, to break it, but if it comes down to me leaving and them living, then it’s what I’ll do.

“Fuck, I’m getting pissed off for no reason at all,” Tanner growls with a little curl of his lip. He walks toward me and stands tall and huge and beautiful in a mixed fairy forest with sleeping monsters and dead tourists. “Because I feel like you’re plotting something else.”

“You’re trying to run again?” Brooks’ voice is cold fire, and he narrows all eight eyes on me in disgust. “Don’t you goddamn dare. We will figure this out. Do you believe in us or not?”

“It’s not that … look, I’m not going to just take off while you’re asleep, okay? We’ll talk about it later.” I turn and gesture at the tree, hoping he won’t tell me to take off my shirt. I know my friends are watching, and I’m embarrassed. I don’t want to dance naked in a bone necklace and leather pants in front of them.

Too bad because that’s what’s happening.

“There’s nothing to talk about.” Tanner takes the end of the rope from Marlowe and loops it around my waist, using it to tug me forward and slam my body against his. He stares down at me with that expression I used to think was ‘dark’ when all it means is that he’s serious. He also has blood running down his face from both nostrils. “Look at me.” I look at him. It’s hard to make eye contact, and my hat reflects my discomfort by trying to lick the strong column of his neck to calm him down. He’s pissed. “Kate.”

Marlowe turns toward me as Brooks circles around on my left side. I’m surrounded by them with nowhere to hide. Lo tears my cloak off and tosses it aside, my wings unfurling from beneath the fabric and causing Fernanda to gasp. Bet she loves my cloaking cloak. Bet she’d have called it something kick-ass like … a cloak of eternal deceit.

“Can we please talk after the gate is fixed? I want to wake everyone up. Please, Tanner.” I put my hands on his stomach, lightly scraping my nails over abdominal muscles that would make most straight women cry.

Or … well, they make me want to cry anyway.

“Huh.” Tanner walks backward, dragging me along with him by using the rope. “Alright then. But each second we push this conversation back, I get progressively more pissed off. You hear me?”

I nod and he turns to Brooks. Tanner releases the rope to sign a bunch of rapid-fire words that I don’t understand. Brooks returns them. Marlowe simps for me, and I catch his gaze. He’s breathing hard, and so am I.

“I missed you so much,” he says unprompted, reaching out to touch my face. “God, I … I’m lost in you, Kate.”

My cheeks turn red, but I revert to teasing because I’m embarrassed that we’re standing here talking when we’re supposed to be fixing an interdimensional magic gate.

“I would hope so, considering you stabbed yourself to get my attention. That’s toxic as hell. And the suicide threats? Not okay.”

Marlowe scowls at me and flicks his hat brim with a finger, licking his teeth in annoyance while his hat sprouts glittering clovers and a tiny bird with two heads.

“Yeah? And I’d do it again. I’d do worse. Don’t test me, Kate. You know how single-minded I can be.”

I’m gaping at him, tossing a quick look over my shoulder to see that Georgia’s jaw is on the forest floor.

“Katelynn Fernon Poppy!” she shouts, and I cringe, turning back to see that all three men are stone-faced and annoyed.

“If you don’t believe him, hear me out.” Brooks leans down and puts his nose up against mine. “If you run, you will suffer in this life and the next. I will never fuck you again, in any incarnation.” He stands up and then snaps his fingers impatiently in my direction. “Shirt off, or I’ll tear it off and show your friends what a toxic bastard I really am.”

“Katelynn.” Georgia is growling, but I can’t look at her because I like it.

I chose in that memory hut, too, remember? I had an escape route that I didn’t want. Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe only pretend to be bastards. Their words are annoying, but their actions scream that they’re trustworthy, safe, dependable, and loving.

“She’s blackout drunk on good dick,” Fernanda whispers with a wistful sigh, and Marlowe cringes.

“See?” he says, pointing past me at the group of women behind us. “This is why I don’t like her.”

“Shirt off,” Brooks reminds me, and I sigh, turning around so that Tanner has access to my backwards sweatshirt zipper. He drags it down slowly, skimming his hot fingers along my spine.

“Why is it that I only have one rule in our relationship and you regularly break it, huh? You trying to test me, kitten?”

“Clearly, there are more rules than just one. You wouldn’t let me sleep with other guys, would you?” I tease, throwing a look over my shoulder before I—ah. That … that wasn’t very well thought out. “Err, what I meant was—”

Tanner shoves my sweatshirt down my shoulders and takes my tits in his hands, all while I’m staring right at the girls. Tacy’s eyes go wide, but she doesn’t look away. Georgia reaches for the pocketknife in her robe. Fernanda is sighing and clutching her hands by her cheek like she’s watching a romantic drama. Talia is gagging, bent over like she might puke.

“Sometimes, I think you piss us off on purpose, just to get a reaction that we all know you like. Come on, North. Let’s fix the world we broke.” He squeezes my breasts a few times, nips my neck, and then tosses the bone necklace over my head.

I’m absolutely mortified.

“I hate those men!” Georgia calls out, and I wave with both hands before I turn around. “But I love you, Kate. Keep yourself safe this time.”

“Love you guys, too!” I spin to find my coven waiting, leather pants and combat boots with bones, coven sigil scarred into their chests, tattoos that move, and big ol’ witch hats.

Home. This feels like home. Not a place, but right here, surrounded by the people I love.

“Put your masks on,” Brooks instructs, observing Tanner as he steps forward to help me with mine. I smile, and he pauses to give me a kiss before putting it in place. “Don’t say a word. Wait for my signal to start pulling. We’re not actually trying to heft the trunk up with physical strength, but put your back into it anyway. Let the rope bloody your hands. And for fuck’s sake, do not get anywhere near the other coven’s magic.”

We cluster together near the ragged end of the trunk, splinters and shards spilling out like intestines from a corpse. Jutting like broken bone. A world torn asunder with a felled tree.

The women start to hum, this beautiful wordless hymn that gives me goosebumps, but I don’t dare look. It doesn’t feel right. We’re in this together, but we have our own parts to play.

Brooks is pressed tight behind me, Tanner on my left, Marlowe on my right. That’s a lot of man and muscle, and my body acknowledges it with arousal that makes my clit piercing ache. Lovely.

I grip one of the four ropes, and the men do the same. There are all sorts of trinkets woven into it, symbols drawn in blood painted down the length.

I see my boys were busy when I wasn’t around.

Tanner braces himself, burying his boots in the dirt. Marlowe is all narrow-eyed focus. Brooks waits for the span of several heartbeats before throwing his right fist into the air. Go! I can hear the unspoken word in the gesture, and then we’re all pulling as hard as we can.

We heave and ho (I’m great at that last part), our bodies straining, sweat pouring down our faces and backs and chests. The rope hurts my palms, but I know that’s part of the point. As I’m pulling, I think about all those times I sat on the back deck and magicked dead plants back to life.

Earth magic flows down my hands and into the rope as I put a foot behind me to steady myself and end up with a leg between Brooks’. Ah. His sweaty chest is glued to my back while the impressive bulge of Marlowe’s left arm digs into my side. The way Tanner is breathing is giving me fresh fantasies. He wraps the rope around both of his hands with a grunt, stepping back as the three-hundred-plus-foot trunk of the Witch’s Tree creaks and moans, lifting several inches off the ground.

Marlowe growls and pulls harder, every muscle in his body standing out in stark relief. They’re all so hot against me, so hard. I lean back into Brooks and he helps me brace myself as I grit my teeth and pull, pull, pull. Our shadows do most of the heavy lifting, broken and damaged as they are. More than what we’re doing, it’s the efforts of our dark companions that are getting the tree to rise up.

The trunk digs into the ground on our side, the splintered parts buried in the dirt as the far end of the Witch’s Tree emerges from the foliage. When it first hit the ground, it killed a great many beasts from the Witchwoods. Blood and gore ooze down the length of the tree, spattering in our hair and on our bare skin.

We walk backwards together, legs tangled and bodies pressed as tightly together as possible. The tree comes with us, until it’s perfectly vertical but sitting on the ground beside its stump. Brooks directs our group without words, turning us to face the trunk, and then pulling in the opposite direction.

My hat is feasting on blood and sweat, tasting the copper and iron from the dead animals. Eating up the men and their strength and their magic. Emotions come flying at me. Love, care, happiness, trepidation, concern, fatigue.

Hope.

It’s that last one that nearly breaks me, and I let out a wordless scream as I drag on the rope and my coven backs me up. The tree lifts into the air and we turn, guiding it like a parade balloon, ropes taut as the trunk floats up above the stump, buoyed by our shadows.

Brooks holds up his fist again, and we all release our grips at the same moment. The rope is soaked with our own blood, the ends dangling as the tree drops down onto the trunk with a crunch, and I fall to my knees.

I dig my fingers into the dirt and lift my head up, orange and black hair spilling around my face. My men are in their respective directions around me, providing moral and magical support as I focus on reconnecting the two broken parts of the Witch’s Tree.

The women are dancing, naked and dressed in blood. I needn’t have worried about my breasts being bare because theirs are, too. They’re humming and dancing and bleeding, using their wands to draw glowing sigils in the air. The very same sigils, in fact, that we use. Triangles. Some with slashes. Some upside down.

North. South. East. West.

My hair floats around me as my body begins to glow, my shadow using a needle to sew the wood back together. New limbs sprout from the crack in the trunk, growing in strange, twisted shapes, like a wych elm or something. The forest flickers around us, like the human world is a transparent overlay, and only the Witchwoods is real.

Tanner’s shadow is wrapped around the tree, double tails and long tongue like stripes of black. Brooks’ antlers are stamped over the hole in the trunk, melding with the dark inside. Marlowe’s wings spread out on either side, blacking out the already dim woods.

But we’re not done yet.

With a groan, I collapse onto my forearms, forehead in the dirt.

Brooks gives me a minute to catch my breath, but then he’s pulling me to my feet and we’re taking our positions to the right of the trunk. My girls on the left. No significance to that other than that we need to stay out of each other’s way.

With a few minor changes, we run through the gate spell for a third time.

The sex part comes around quick, and I’m more than ready. I’m dripping down my thighs, soaking my leather pants with need. I want them inside of me more than I want anything else.

Brooks is a little rough as he guides me to the ground with a hand on my elbow. He doesn’t say a word, of course, with that metal mask in place, but he directs the other men with nods of his chin and a whistle.

He puts me on my back, tears my pants down, and then takes me much harder and wilder than I expected. Each thrust makes my clit piercing hurt, but also … it feels good? Like a pleasure/pain sort of thing. I bet that’s great for the spell.

My hands are all over him, and he’s growling behind that mask like he wants to bite the fuck out of me. Same on my end. I’m clenching my teeth and thrusting wildly back at him, driving him to a climax that makes his stomach muscles clench and flex.

Marlowe is on me next, like he can’t control himself, barely waiting for Brooks to move out of the way before he slips inside of me. He drapes his body over mine, melding our skin together, tangling his fingers in my hair. There’s so much emotion in that hard little fuck that my hat chokes when it licks him, tasting the truth in his skin.

Without me, he’ll let himself go. He won’t try again, like he did after Miriam. This is it for him, and I hate that. What if I have to leave to fulfill the conditions of the curse? This son of a bitch. I rock my hips against him, his cock nice and slick and dripping with me and Brooks both. Lo makes a noise of frustration when he comes, and I know that when we get back home, we’ll be in bed for days.

Tanner looks at me like the feral witch thing he is, taking my legs and putting them against his chest. He wraps an arm around them to keep them closed, and then he enters my tight, wet hole with a single thrust. I’m digging my nails into the dirt, wild and wanting and thrashing. My clit … I need to get my clit … Even if it hurts, I can’t orgasm without it.

I see the wicked smile in Tanner’s eyes, even if I can’t see it on his mouth. Stupid iron mask. The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkles up, and there’s a dark gleam there that acts like foreplay. My tits bounce as he rails me into the damp earth, and I get this horrible feeling in my stomach.

The world spins. Flips. I’m dizzy. I’m on a rollercoaster. I’m coming so hard that I scream behind my own mask, and Tanner unloads inside of me. Everything shifts, and there’s a groan from that old tree, like something ancient is hidden inside and moaning in relief.

I’m screaming with pleasure and squeezing my own tits. Tanner is emptying his balls. Brooks and Marlowe are standing above us panting, and I open my eyes in time to see it happen.

A pair of clawed hands reaches out of the hole on the tree, and something unnatural and very, very ancient looks out at us. A big red eye with a square pupil and no white. It blinks a few times before disappearing back inside.

And that’s it.

That’s fucking it.

I sit up as Tanner pulls out of me, dick wet and twitching. He fists it as he looks around, studying the clearing and the crushed foliage from where the tree was resting. My friends are gone. The dead social media folks are still here.

And we’re back in the Witchwoods where it all started.
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Kate

I’m exhausted. It’s hard to stand up and fix my pants, witch cum dripping out of me and keeping that leather nice and supple and conditioned. I look around, at a pair of black eyes, green ones, silver-blue gems in a rough-hewn face.

A single beam of sun breaks through the dense canopy, cutting a sliver of gold into the velvet shadows. Flowers unfurl, petals sparkling with poisoned glitter. Bats lift into the air with frantic flaps of their wings. The foliage shivers as awareness floods back into the woods.

That’s when the screaming starts.

It’s a cacophony of half-dead plants and animals that were crushed under the falling tree, and all of the things that, even just barely awake, have come to feast on them. Tanner takes my hand and we start running back in the direction of the street.

Don’t go there, Kate. My mind cracks as I recall being held in Marlowe’s arms. That frantic girl. The pink and white tennis shoe. I’m hyperventilating. I’m convinced we’re not going to make it because everything went so wrong last time.

I lost them. They’re back. But I lost them.

And I’m afraid I’ll lose them again.

I run harder, faster, than I’ve ever run before and, like magic, we stumble out of the woods and onto the pavement. I nearly trip on the edge of the sidewalk, and all the sounds change at once. Instead of screaming, it’s sirens.

Lots and lots of sirens.

“Our foreboding spell has plenty of energy left. We should get home before anybody sees us.” Brooks leads the way while Tanner keeps hold of my hand. Marlowe is peering into the woods at something.

Seconds later, the girls appear, jogging their way to us in silk robes and blood.

“Hurry, hurry!” Georgia growls, grabbing my other hand. We run as a mixed unit, me and my friends. Me and my husbands. We’re going to have the coolest friend group ever. I hope Jared is as great as Tacy says because it’s going to be hard for a witch to marry a human. They’ll have some unique challenges as a couple. Namely, the forced proximity thing.

We’re sprinting past the house where Tanner caught me during hide-and-go-fuck, throwing me down on the floor and taking me with more big dick energy than I’ve ever seen in my entire life. Hope my neighbors aren’t too pissed about the mess.

There’s debris everywhere from that tsunami, rocks and a bike and someone’s overturned car. Glowing Witchwoods jellyfish are splatted across the street in bright colors, and my mouth twitches.

That fucking gate … The worlds are separate again, but I can still see things that shouldn’t be here. Oh well. What the hell are we supposed to do to test it? Shove somebody’s hand in the tree and see if it works? All we can do at this moment is wait to see if anything new emerges from this point forward.

Can everyone see the Witchwoods stuff now since they were all technically there when the worlds combined? I can’t imagine a planet of eight billion witches. Humans are vicious enough without magic. That sounds sort of … gross.

I decide to ask Brooks about it.

“Becoming a witch, Kate, that requires sacrifice,” he tells me with certainty, peering down at me from under the brim of his hat as we run. My left hand in Georgia’s. My right with Tanner. “They did not put their hand in that tree. We did.”

My lips part, but I don’t stop running. I pick up the pace.

All eight of us pound up the front steps of my purple Victorian, throw the front door open, and tumble through it. Marlowe is the last one in, slamming the door behind us. Beyond the shifting, grunting, and cursing of eight hungry, tired witches, I hear something.

The ticking of the grandfather clock.

Stix pads her way into the foyer to glare and Flick races past her, leaping into my arms and causing the cat to morph into a Halloween decoration. Back curved, fur fluffed, hissing and batting an angry paw. Ebon caws as she soars into the room, pausing to give Tanner a peck with her beak at the corner of his mouth, and then landing on my shoulder.

I’m holding my dog. I’m a perch for my crow. I … my cat just made my husband bleed when he tried to pet her. The clock ticks, and it smells like Fernanda’s cinnamon rolls and Brooks’ smiling eggs and bacon. There are dick-shaped cookies on a tray in view of the front door.

I’m … I’m … I drop to my knees and Tanner catches the dog and me both, ensuring a smooth descent. Flick is trying to lick my face, but then my hat starts licking him back and he’s honestly not super thrilled about that.

“I’m home,” I say finally, turning to look at Tanner. He reaches up to drag his mask down and grins at me. The silver scar on his face tugs at his lip.

“You’re surprised? Why the fuck don’t you ever listen to us?” he asks, and I gape at him as Flick betrays me for his new daddy, tail wagging. This time, poor Flick doesn’t get licked back when he kisses Tanner’s face. I’m the only one that Tanner is allowed to lick anyway.

“I should probably text my mom …” Talia begins, and I nearly pass out. Not from the Hag Wytch stuff or anything, but just because casting a spell of that caliber is insane and I’m exhausted. I’m probably in shock, too. I was dead. I was a ghost. The men were dead. The men were ghosts.

Tanner’s nose starts to bleed, so I force myself to remember the truth.

I am still the Hag Wytch.

“Shit, I’d almost forgotten about all that social media stuff and—” Marlowe starts, and then he turns with a wide, twitchy eye and glares at the front door like he’s about to kill someone. His hat explodes with cacti. Purple cacti with black thorns that ooze venom. Very cute.

He throws the door open to reveal two cops and a one-armed influencer standing on our doorstep.
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Tanner rubs salve into the influencer’s arm socket, and the guy passes out like three times, but his arm heals. Not grows back, just heals. His skin is nice and smooth, and it’s as if he was born without his right arm rather than the Hag bit it off and swallowed it.

“Thanks man,” the guy says, this cute little sandy-haired blond that’s making Fernanda weak-kneed. He’s exactly her type. Probably her age, too. This could be good. He is a witch. I can see his shadow with the butterfly tails standing behind him. It, too, only has one arm.

“You wouldn’t be thanking them if you knew they spit and spurted into every single thing they spell or cook,” Talia explains helpfully. Georgia gives me a look and then steps forward, chin raised. She will handle her coven with dignity.

“Talia, please and kindly shut the fuck up.”

Talia flips her off and then they both grin. They’re going to get along well it seems. A tiny spark of jealousy flares, but clearly, I’d choose the men over the world so it’s not something I pay any attention to. Being in a coven with my friends would be fun, but I like spitting and spurting as a hot, healthy bonus.

“I don’t care what’s in it, so long as the bleeding has stopped and I’m not gonna die.” The influencer—his name is Hoax, for real because he changed it legally—tries to cross his arms and then curses a little. “This is going to take some adjustment.”

“Could we please have a moment to speak?” Detective John Gilley growls out. As far as he and Viv and Hoax know, they escaped the woods because of the message I wrote on the chalkboard, and then they fell asleep and woke up seemingly minutes later. It’s a lot for them, I’m sure.

“Sit. I’ll make coffee.” Brooks is fiddling around with the pot. The back door is open and Tanner is tossing the ball for Flick. Ebon sits on his shoulder, keeping her distance from all the random people in our kitchen. Flick loves it. Stix is hissing from the top of the fridge. Tanner is … yeah, he doesn’t like it but he’s quiet about it. Intense. Watching.

Marlowe is bitching the way Marlowe does.

“I’ve been back for all of ten seconds, and I have to put up with this shit. I want everyone out of my house. Now. We can talk later.”

“Lo, don’t be rude. I’ll make you an iced coffee if you’ll sit down and kindly the shut fuck up.” Brooks is teasing Georgia, but she scowls at him. He’s going to have to work for years to get her to like him and even then, it might not happen. She told me he’s an old sexist pig with an attitude problem. I just shrugged. She’s not wrong, per se.

“What the hell happened to you?” Officer Viv asks, studying my wings. I’m wearing another backward sweatshirt because, as Tanner put it, no other man is allowed to look at my tits. Gag. I was going to put a shirt on anyway because I also don’t want random people looking at my tits, especially random men. But fuck, I hate it when they order me to do something I was already going to do anyway. Annoying.

I love them so much. I love them so much, and my heart is seizing because I’m so afraid. We’re back. It looks like we could get out of this okay, but … Marlowe sniffles, and he can’t catch all of the blood before a drop leaks from his nose.

I exhale.

“Long story,” I tell Viv, turning to study her in a way I haven’t had a chance to before. Dark brown eyes. Sharp black brows. Pursed lips. She doesn’t like me and hasn’t since moment one, but I understand. We abandoned them down there. We were prepared to damn them for the rest of their lives, possibly into the afterlife, and we did it without losing too much sleep.

I am not a good person.

That’s why I was the perfect woman to find these men. We fit together. I understand them, and they understand me. We found each other by pure and perfect chance, but I guess if fate is listening to instinct, then it’s fate. We all did what we had to, and we ended up right here.

“Sugar? Milk?” Brooks turns and puts a silver tray—my gram’s silver tray—on the surface of the table. It’s set with a matching coffee pot, an antique one that looks a bit like a teapot, and several saucers.

“I don’t want any fucking coffee. I want to know what’s going on.” Detective Gilley is blustering, but it’s hard to take him seriously when Brooks goes from bent over the table to standing up ramrod straight so quickly that I barely see him move. It’s like he snaps from one position to the other, his black antlers appearing above his head. All of his eyes—all of them—are wide and bloodshot.

“Did you insult me in my own goddamn house? Were you raised in a barn?” Brooks’ shadow keeps stretching up toward the ceiling, and everybody in this room can see it. That YouTuber guy, Hoax, goes bone-white. Officer Viv scoffs in disgust, and Gilley … he sits demurely in a chair and pours himself a cup of coffee.

“Vivienne,” Brooks says, pulling out a chair for her next. She eyes him suspiciously, moving around us both to take the seat. She, too, pours coffee.

“We deserve an explanation. You all clearly know what’s—” Viv stops talking as Gilley pitches forward and face-plants into the coffee tray, splattering milk everywhere. Viv doesn’t last much longer, swaying and slumping to the side of her chair. Brooks catches her before she falls, using his shadow to lift her up from the seat by the armpits.

“What the hell?” Hoax breathes as he stares wide-eyed at the floating police officer.

“Drink the coffee,” Brooks tells him in a voice that might as well have said drink it or I’ll fucking kill you. Hoax understands that he has little choice in the matter, snatching up a cup as Fernanda bites her bottom lip.

“Please don’t be afraid. We should talk later. I’ll DM you.”

Tacy sets the cup of coffee she was going to drink aside as Georgia sighs. In a few seconds, Hoax, too, is passed out. Detective Gilley is snoring.

“We’ll drop them outside the range of the foreboding spell. Only someone with a firm will can get through the miasma, and hopefully they won’t try as hard next time.” Brooks whistles and his shadow follows him out the kitchen door with me, Marlowe, and Tanner behind him. The men take care of the sleeping bodies, so I don’t have to carry one.

I’m curious to see what changes between us now that we’re at this point.

Back in the real world. Time is flowing. Nobody is asleep … until the next new moon.

One day at a time, Kate. One day at a time.

We chuck the three bodies onto a distant neighbor’s lawn, and then walk back to the house.

Jared is already there when we arrive, shaking and sweating as he looks around our eerie, foggy front yard, and the neighborhood’s odd lack of inhabitants.

“God, I missed you.” Tacy has teary eyes when she throws her arms around Jared’s neck. Despite his obvious discomfort, he squeezes her nice and tight and murmurs softly against her ear. I look away when I see goose bumps on her arms.

“I’m going to take Talia home and use the spell I made to convince her mom to let us move in together.” Georgia sighs and rubs at her face. She’s changed into normal clothes, leaping back into the world like we weren’t living in an alternate reality together for thirty days.

Thirty days in time that only the eight of us will ever remember.

“Don’t worry about the cops or the newscaster,” Brooks says, and I snort, trying my best to cover up the laugh with my hand as his hat swivels its eyeballs to give me a look. “They’ll feel positive toward us when they wake up, even if they don’t know why. I imagine we can use them to deal with our legal issues.”

“Ah … right. You guys were being blamed for murder—” Georgia stops talking and clamps her mouth shut, gaze sliding over to me. I know what she’s thinking. Before this shit happened, it was ludicrous for the public to go into a satanic panic and accuse us of dismembering and eating people around town.

Now, it’s all true. I did dismember and eat people around town. Ahh. Fuck. I put my face in my hands and try to breathe through it.

“Don’t worry. I think all the corpses went back with us to the woods. You’re the Hag Wytch. They’re your prey. I’m certain of it.” Brooks smiles at me as I drop my hands and give him a wide-eyed look. He’s staring at me like he thinks he’s being comforting or something.

“The bodies not being here is a super convenient deus ex machina, South, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel any remorse for killing them.”

He frowns at me like I’ve pissed him off.

“Yeah, okay, we’re going to leave.” Georgia pats me on the arm. “You guys have fun flirting with each other, and we’ll see you at breakfast on Saturday. I need to check on my family and make sure they’re not confused or anything. Thankfully, I buried a bunch of pig hearts around the house so you wouldn’t eat them. Blythe and Bea would be furious with you.” She makes a little joke about her sisters and that helps some.

Georgia walks off with Fernanda and Talia. Tacy and Jared are making out. I’m left alone with … them.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” Marlowe gripes, putting his hands on his hips and sneering at me. “Deus ex machina? Like a convenient plot device from out of nowhere? Nothing convenient about it. I swallowed a huge mouthful of semen for magic, and when you undermine that sacrifice, it irks me.”

“Sorry, sorry,” I say, holding up my palms in surrender. I guess that’s true. I do feel kind of bad. Marlowe softens toward me instantly, and then he gazes at me like he either loves me and would do anything I asked or maybe also like he’d follow me around town and sit in his car outside my house. Aww. Psycho. “But I still killed people. I ate them. I feel bad.”

“No you don’t. They were pedophiles and murderers. We made sure you ate the right people, kitten. Humboldt County is a better place now.” Tanner grins, gesturing with his head in the direction of our now unoccupied house.

The purple, lavender, and white Victorian looms out of the fog. Surrounded by tall trees dripping with salty mist. Decorated with rhododendrons and azaleas. With blood dripping down the roof from our battle up top.

“I’ll make proper coffee this time,” Brooks promises us.

And he does.

He said he’d give himself to our coven fully and completely, and he starts off day one back at home proving it.
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Kate

We sleep, eat, and fuck for three days straight. We don’t talk much about anything. We snuggle together in tight bundles. We chow down on home cooked meals (and a lot of venison). We fuck and fuck and fuck. Lots of sex. New sheets everyday.

It’s the morning of day four back home when there’s another knock on the door.

This time, it’s Marlowe’s parents.

They stare up at him as he slouches in the door in a pair of my sweatpants, a loose t-shirt, and an attitude.

“Oh, you’re back? I’d almost forgotten about you. I’m an orphan now. I accept that.”

“Marlowe Waverley,” his mom snaps without meaning to.

All three people involved freeze and the air is thick with tension and discomfort.

“Invite them in for coffee and pastries, Marlowe. You’re a witch, not a barbarian.” Brooks calls this nonsense out from the kitchen as Tanner waits in the foyer behind me. He won’t let us get more than five feet from him. Brooks is okay as long as we’re all just within five feet of each other so … fifteen feet away max. Same rules as before, huh?

“I don’t want them here.” Marlowe pushes up off the doorjamb and fills the doorway with his bulk. “Well? Where are the DNA tests?”

“We …” His mom trails off, tears welling in her eyes. “After all the crazy things that’ve been going on, all those missing people, I just … Marlowe, honey, I love you and I’m sorry.”

His dad says nothing, but I can’t leave Lo there to sway. I grab him by the arm as he puts a hand on the wall, and his hat morphs through about a dozen bouquets that his parents can’t see. He’s making bouquets for them. Does he know that? I wish they did.

He wants to give his mom flowers, and it’s so cute that I could die.

“I can’t believe I violated you twice just to get back to this,” he whispers as his eyes dart around the floor near our feet. His and mine. Matching striped socks. His are orange and black. Mine are purple and black.

“I violated you, too, remember?” I whisper back as his parents stare at us like we’re insane. His mother is crying silently, and his father is fidgeting like he wants to say something but isn’t sure how to.

“Where are the DNA tests?” Marlowe repeats, voice cracking as he lifts those dark eyes up to them again.

“They’re right here,” his dad says finally, lifting the kits in his left hand. He sets them down on the small table that decorates our front porch, a pair of chairs on either side of it. We’ll need to get more chairs so the four of us can sit on the porch together and—

I am still the Hag Wytch.

Marlowe’s face falls, but he doesn’t argue. He stands there and accepts the swab from his dad, rubbing the inside of his cheek. When his father presents a different test that requires blood, Marlowe bites his thumb and drips red into a vial. His mother gasps, but he ignores her.

“When the tests come back, you … your sisters …” His mom can’t seem to find the words around her son. He peers at her like she’s a stranger, steps back into the house and drags me with him, and then slams the door again.

“I’m not opening this door until Saturday morning,” he growls out, staring at the inside of the wood and waiting for his parents to leave. His shadow paces the wall behind him, no more holes in its wings. His hat still has a bite mark out of it, so I’ll make some time to fix it. I inherited plenty of fabric and craft materials from my grandma. Inherited plenty of other things, too.

Annie, look at the legacy you left behind. Your house. Your journal. Your stories. The Witchwoods. I’m so beyond grateful.

Marlowe turns around, but he doesn’t get very far. He puts his back to the door and slides all the way down until he’s sitting on the ground. His teeth are gritted, eyes squeezed shut tight, and he shoves both fists against his face trying to breathe through his emotions.

I curl myself around him, hugging him tight, and he goes limp as quick as that. I’m dragged into his lap and tucked against him. The grandfather clock continues to tick as Tanner comes over to sit beside us, cross-legged and shirtless. Brooks is right behind him, bringing coffee and pastries on the silver tray.

“I’m okay now,” Lo assures me as I sit back and give him a disbelieving look. He offers me a smile that’s even better than love-spell Marlowe’s smile. Fuuuuck. I’ve never had somebody in my whole life look at me like that. He lifts up his hand and twirls the ring around on his finger, staring into the turquoise gem with the corners of his mouth turning down slowly.

The bad memories surge in us like a pulse, the way they’ve been doing every hour on the hour. Even while asleep. Nightmare after nightmare after nightmare. Our wedding rings. Agony. Two very important pieces tied together.

My memory: the former Hag Wytch as a woman, sitting in front of me with eager mortality in her eyes. My stolen machete, sliding across her throat. Hot red droplets on my face.

The pain surges and then dies, the recollection fading like a bad overlay on reality. One second, I’m in the Hag’s nest, making the most difficult decision of my life, and then the next, I’m here. Sitting in my foyer with my husbands like nothing happened.

We all know it: nothing is free. Everything costs. Sacrifice is part of magic. In order to become witches, we had to enter the tree and risk everything. In order to become a coven, we have to understand that we could lose it.

The four of us appreciate each other so much in that quiet space, in the span between ticks of the grandfather clock. There’s a softness in that room that’s belied by our grotesque hats and our scars and our gray morals. It’s a belonging, a peace. We came back with love in our space.

I stutter a little with my breaths, but Brooks hands me a cup of coffee at the perfect temperature with the perfect ratio of milk. I settle down between Marlowe and Tanner to drink it. Stix pads into the room, hops on the bench, and glares at us with one cloudy eye and one gold one. The dog and the crow are both in the backyard, probably hunting illicit Witchwoods game.

“I’m okay,” Lo repeats, like whatever he just saw, he’s truly fine with it—bad memory or not. Will that weaken the spell, us confronting these memories with positivity? I hope not. Brooks holds his mug in big, inked hands, studying me shamelessly with all eight of his eyes. Sipping his coffee like a boss. Gulp.

I’m about to be in trouble somehow. I can sense it. I’m wary as shit, sipping my own coffee like I’m not concerned. Not at all. But am I enjoying the bromance? Yes, I fucking am. Tanner peers around me at Lo, like he’s genuinely curious about something, their hat brims wrinkling together. That’s how close they are.

Marlowe’s dark eyes shift over to Tanner, and there’s nothing but a trepidatious neutrality on his lips. No hatred. No resentment. No carefully curbed rage.

“What?” he asks, a little snarky, a little bitchy, but like he’s curious, too. “If you have a question, ask me. I might actually answer you this time.”

Tanner’s wry smile is adorable. He leans in a little closer, almost nose to nose with his West.

“Did the memory hut help you find peace with everything? With your family?” Tanner asks the question with zero bullshit, zero condescension. It’s just Tanner and Marlowe looking at each other like they have more to gain by acknowledging their coven bonds than not. So hot. I know they’re not into each other sexually, but I love that they swallowed each other’s jizz down. Yeah, I could get off on that. Not a sacrifice for me.

“I …” Marlowe stutters and then leans his head back against the door, hard enough to make it jiggle in the frame. He takes off his hat and sets it aside. I do the same. Tanner and Brooks keep theirs on. One so he can listen more clearly to every heartbeat. One so he can watch my pulse. “Yeah, it did. Because if Kate wanted me to pass her by, I would have. If I wanted to go back to my family and friends, I could’ve done that, too. Everything is different now because we all got to make our choices.”

I sip coffee to hide my smile, and it’s the best thing in the world. Every sip, every bite, every breath has been the best thing in the world since I got Marlowe, Brooks, and Tanner back. I wouldn’t trade anything for these moments, and neither would they.

We all proved it—literally.

“An easy choice,” I admit, and Tanner nods, crossing his strong arms over his naked chest. We don’t wear a lot of clothing in this house, and I’m okay with that.

“Easiest choice I’ve ever made,” he agrees, half-folding his ears into irresistible origami with fur. I sit up on my knees and give them a squeeze, and he grins with a single fang in the morning sunlight. “When I said that I was all in, I meant it. Here, there, life, death. Nothing I can’t do, baby. Nowhere I won’t go.”

I roll my eyes, but I like it. His flirtations are welcome, and I don’t know why I ever made such a fuss about it before. Jealousy, probably.

“The memory hut proved what a rotten, selfish bastard I really am,” Brooks says simply, and he’s not even being disparaging. He means it. I think about that for a minute, unsure if I agree with him. I cannot believe we’re sitting down. Relaxing. Existing without adrenaline.

I see blood on the edge of Brooks’ saucer, and he gives me a look. Nosebleed. Hag Wytch.

“No.”

“Brooks—” I start, trying to be blase about it so he’ll lose interest in the subject of me and this curse. He interrupts me, and Marlowe and Tanner both turn to look at me with that same eager curiosity. They like watching Brooks dress me down, I’ll bet. I enjoy watching him do it to them, too. Fair’s fair.

“Let me ask you again: do you want to be the leader?”

I stare back at him, mug halfway to my lips.

“Uh, what did I do now?” I finish my coffee and set it aside, holding up a hand when Brooks attempts to pour me more. “Did I say anything about leadership? I’m just stressing over here. That’s not a crime, is it?”

Brooks gives a low, mean laugh, but doesn’t respond right away.

“High-strung, see?” Tanner leans back against the wall and hooks a crooked grin at me when I turn a glare on him. I know what he’s doing. He’s been doing it this whole time. His eyes are serious, but his smile is too big and way too cocky. He’s trying to flirt his way out of this, using a different technique from Brooks’ cold anger. “It’s okay, Kate. We all felt weird when we came out of that hut. It was … you know, like following you guys into hell.”

That’s exactly what it was like. We followed each other into the Witchwoods. We followed each other into death. We followed each other into hell.

My hand is shaking as I steal a chocolate muffin off the tray. I bite into it, and damn, but it’s good.

“I baked those,” Tanner whispers, holding up a hand to his mouth, like that’s a dirty secret. “We can’t let the boss make all the moves, you know what I mean?”

I smile at Tanner while I chew up his muffin. I wish it were dry or undercooked or something that I could tease him about, but it’s not. It’s really good. Tanner even takes the empty muffin wrapper from me, and helps me suck all the chocolatey crumbs off my fingers.

“How do we break this curse?” Marlowe asks abruptly, turning to Brooks. Our Southwoods doesn’t answer right away because he doesn’t know. Not to say that he won’t, eventually. But right now, he isn’t sure.

“We can do this for a while, so long as we wear the rings. We can keep Kate like this.” He looks right at me. “Do you understand? Our worst case scenario is we stay like this permanently, enduring sacrifice to feed the curse. This is as bad as it gets. Things can only get better from now on.”

He means all of that, but once again he’s missing a piece of the puzzle.

“No, Brooks. Because I’m immortal. I can’t die. If we don’t break the curse, we live a hopefully very long life together and then you three leave me behind.”

He scoffs at me, like my very real concern is nonsense.

“Then we’ll also become immortal.” He pauses and works his jaw, like hey, immortality is a challenge but I’ll hack that, too. I appreciate the Big Dick Energy, but come on. Where’s the practicality here? “Better than that, we’ll just find an unsuspecting victim and torture them until they agree to take on the Hag Wytch’s curse.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” I grind out, but I’m not actually angry, and he knows it. I’m terrified. “If I don’t pay the price, then you three will die. Hello, the nosebleeds. I told you this. Did you somehow forget the worst admission I’ve ever made in my entire life?”

“Yes, it does. It does work exactly like that.” Brooks turns to me, and he’s really mad now. I shrink back, but not like I’m afraid of him—like I’m about to be schooled. “So let’s do this. Let’s have our come to Jesus moment.”

I’m literally speechless as he gets up and crawls over to me, balancing on all-fours and staring down with an imperious nature that’s only gotten worse. I suppose he keeps saying he’ll do impossible things, and then he does them. I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d obeyed his orders before, and hadn’t tried to save him from the Hag Wytch?

A better outcome? A worse one? But we will never know, and that’s okay. That was the point of the memory hut spell.

“Why does it feel like I’m in trouble?” I ask as Marlowe and Tanner exchange another look. It’s when they turn back to me that those looks become sinister. Yep. In trouble. And not just with one guy.

I am seriously out bro’ed here.

“Because you are. Once you’ve finished your coffee, I’m going to put you over my knee and spank the shit out of that ass. You’ll go to bed with red cheeks and a sore clit ring.” Brooks tilts his head, the tip of his hat curled like a crescent moon, all those red eyes up top blinking. “We were lost in the Witchwoods, seemingly forever. We got out—more than once. We can satisfy the curse and then once the disease itself is gone, we take care of the resulting symptom.”

He has a fair point. Fulfill the curse requirement. Then recover from that fulfillment.

Hmm.

All three of them start to bleed from the nose, and I shake my head wildly.

“No. No. No. Fuck.” I close my eyes and I let my anxiety have free-reign to do whatever it wants. I actively participate in self-sabotage by telling myself I’ll never get to keep a life so perfect. I hate it. I want to believe him. I almost do. But I can’t.

That is the actual curse. That’s what the curse is. Spitting in fate’s face and making her swallow.

I open my eyes again, and they’ve all stopped bleeding.

“Yes, just keep doing whatever you’re doing. Back and forth. Bad memories. Despair.” Brooks nuzzles against me and sighs, and the sound is so full of possession and surety that I relax a little under him. “I’d say welcome home, but you are home for me, so … thank you for being here.”

Shit. I’m dead. I put my arms around his neck, and he wraps an arm around my waist, his other palm on the floor as he balances himself. I may have spilled coffee on the carpet runner. Oops. I’m sure there’s a spell for that.

“No, thank you for picking us as your coven,” I mumble back. “The hut gave you the hardest choice.”

Brooks scoffs against my neck.

“That’s ridiculous. We all would’ve been better off if I’d chosen differently. Even you’d have been happier—”

I slap him, and Brooks scoots back, but only a little. We’re still nearly nose to nose, his hat brim rumpled against my head. His brows lifting in question.

“Okay then, and that was for what, Mrs. Poppy?”

Ooo. He remembered. It’s like we’re playing chess again. His piece. My piece. His piece. My piece. His rock-hard cock against my knee. My leg rubbing him on purpose. Marlowe and Tanner, sitting so close we’re sealed together on either side. I’m cuddling them with my wings, wrapping them in feathers.

“You knew that I wouldn’t be happy without you guys. Brooks, you made a decision in that memory hut for me, not for yourself. That makes you selfless. You just had horrible, conflicting choices: make your coven happy or make everyone else happy. That’s why being a leader sucks sometimes, because you’re supposed to think critically about emotional choices like that.”

He wets his lips and looks down and to the side, his hat brim sliding over my forehead. He’s not unaffected by any of this, even if he is the boss and even if he is doing a good job. We’re all here to support him. That’s why our coven is working so well, and it’s why we have so much fucking power.

It’s incredible. I think Brooks was right again. It’s all about connection.

“Agree to disagree?” he murmurs, looking up at me like a twenty-six year old man with his new wife. Some girl back in the fifties really missed out. I hate that he has a body count of four, even if it’s the same as mine. I wish it’d been zero before me. I bite his lower lip, and he sighs. “No more kissing until I spank you. You’ve had plenty of kissing out of us for now.”

“I literally died.” It’s meant to be a joke. It almost is, but then it’s not, and Brooks is drawing away to sit in the south again.

“Remind me: how is it that you ended up dead?” he asks, calmly pouring himself coffee as my jaw drops again. I look at Marlowe, but he’s obviously on Brooks’ side, and I don’t understand how they out-bro me when I’m their wife.

“Stand up for me,” I whisper, but Marlowe only laughs.

“You’re fucking kidding me, right? You’re lucky that he’s the leader. You know how I am, two-time convicted scumbag.”

I snort at that, turning to the east in search of Tanner’s help.

“If you hadn’t run from me, it’s possible I would’ve been on your side. Now? Nah.” Tanner flicks his hat brim and purposely turns away. I catch the vaguest glint of a smirk on his vulgar mouth, one wolf ear pricked and the other flat. “Take your dressing down like the naughty girl you are.”

I harrumph, ruffling up my tangled orange and black hair with my fingers. My hat steals another muffin from the tray, and I can taste the chocolate even though I’m not wearing it. On the walls around us, our shadows sit in silent conversation, sipping coffee and eating muffins together. Thankfully, Brooks’ and Tanner’s have their heads reattached. Good vibes all around.

“How?” Brooks repeats loudly, and I look back at him with narrowed eyes. “How did you die, Kate?”

“What would’ve happened if I’d let you die instead? Tanner and Marlowe never would’ve let me do the resurrection spell for you. Nobody would’ve been able to kill the Hag Wytch. You’d have been a ghost in the Witchwoods, and possibly been eaten.”

“Yes, and then the three of you could’ve left my ghost behind and—”

I crawl over and slap him again. On my hands and knees this time, panting and furious, wings taking up way too much space. I smack Marlowe and Tanner both with them and end up with two strong grips clutched onto a handful of feathers. Oh. I kinda like that.

Golden sunlight spills through the stained glass, painting us all with color. Reflecting off the silver of the vintage coffee pot. There’s a bench with shoes underneath. A hall tree with hoodies. The garage door and, beyond it, the boxes that Marlowe started organizing for me. For us. Our Christmas decorations and our house and our truck, and this thing that drove me goddamn nuts in the beginning is my greatest dream now.

Our. We. Us.

“Admit that I’m an integral part of this team, Brooks. That’s all you have to do. Say thank you for dying for me, Kate. Thank you for bargaining with the Hag Wytch.” I exhale and sit back on my haunches, waiting.

Brooks looks directly at me, sipping his coffee. His cheek is red from being slapped, and I’m into it. He probably likes it, too, that kinky bastard.

“You said you wanted to be a North worthy of this coven, someone I’d have picked?” Brooks says it like a question, but it doesn’t need an answer. I hear him. He answers it anyway. “You are all worthy of the positions you hold. We wouldn’t be sitting here if you weren’t.” Long pause. “Kate is still in hot water though. No doubts about that.”

I glance back at Marlowe and Tanner, debating my odds. I crawl to the latter and he takes me into his lap, looking down at me with those words written in the shape of his lips and the shine of his eyes.

“I love you, baby. I … I’m an idiot, and I wanted you from the very first second I saw you.” He told me to get married to someone else, to grow a garden and take care of my pets, to live and be happy. That was his dying wish, his last words. My happiness.

“Thank you guys for everything. For filling in all of my blank spaces.” I stop there, and the silence is painful. It aches. I hurt and I’m happy, like I’m breaking apart and coming back together at the same time. We’re all glowing now, shamelessly bright with power.

“No thanks required.” Tanner’s words are gruff with emotion, but he doesn’t bother to hide his smile when I reach up and tug on the small bone that’s pierced through his fancy brow.

Marlowe watches us carefully and then reaches up to play with his hair, face red from embarrassment or emotion rather than a nice, hard slap like Brooks’ cheek.

“Can we finish up with all of this shit and focus on breaking the curse? It’s just another spell that we have to get done. That we will get done.” Marlowe sounds mature and steadfast, like he’s grown up a shit ton in the last month. Everything about our experience has changed us, and I feel like I’ve known them all for a hundred years.

“The people I ate—” I start, but it’s Tanner who interrupts me this time.

“You can’t un-eat them, can you? Can’t puke ‘em up. Don’t apologize if you’d make the same decision twice.”

He got me with my own logic there. If they can admit when I’m right, I’ll extend the same favor. I put my forehead up against Tanner’s, and he feels amazing. My hand sneaks up for a velvety wolf ear, and he sighs when I rub it. His shadow tails sway, like he’s wagging them for me. My good boy.

“Anything else that needs to be addressed before we move on?” Brooks asks, and of course it’s me again volunteering things.

“What I did to Marlowe on the roof …” I’m not sure what to say. Marlowe takes care of that for me.

“Well-deserved. Exactly what I had coming. Eye for an eye. Moving on now.” He scoffs as he turns back to me and then gets all scowly. Even makes a tch sound under his breath like I’m ridiculous.

“Thank you also for the things you guys said to me in the cabin. I … those words became a part of my soul. They’ll be with me forever.” I close my eyes because Tanner’s eyes are too close, and I can’t bear to look. He takes my face in his hands and kisses me, stirring anxious bats in my stomach. It knots and twists as I clutch onto his bare shoulders.

“Thank you, for agreeing to the curse when you truly believed you would pay the price.” Tanner whispers those words against my mouth, and I collapse against him. He rubs my back, and we just sit there with the ticking grandfather clock.

I still believe it.

I am still the Hag Wytch.

And they all know that that’s exactly what I’m thinking.
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We sit around the table for hours, watching Brooks write on a piece of paper. This time, he writes with his hands, and I love the way his fingers look poised on that pen. The tendons in his wrist, the red-gem on his finger that flares every sixty minutes with a fresh nightmare.

It feels like we’ve come home, but if we want to stay here, we’ll have to fight.

“Okay, so if you know how to put something back together, it usually means you know how to break it, too.” I exhale, lacing my hands on the table in front of me and hoping that I don’t sound like a complete crazy person. I’ve had hours of magical theory lessons from Brooks, snippets here and there, overheard conversations between him and Tanner, but it’s possible I have no idea what I’m saying. “Like, if you can make clothing, you know how to best tear it apart if you need to. If you can heal someone, like a doctor, you probably also know how to kill them.”

“So if you can cast a curse, then you can break one?” Brooks says, like he understood me completely in one go. I lift my eyes from my hands to his face. Only the big eye on his hat is open, and it’s staring right at me.

“Yeah … I … is that fucked?” I look over at Tanner, slumped in his chair with his boot hooked around my ankle. He’s staring at me like he hasn’t looked away in hours and has no plans to look away anytime soon. I smile at him, and he smiles back at me.

“Curses only work between witches, yeah?” Tanner clarifies and Brooks sighs, putting his pen down and reaching up to rub his temples. It’s one of his only stress ticks.

“Supposedly. My mentor didn’t know much about them. She’d only cast a curse once.” He scoffs and then he laughs. Then he, in a completely and utterly new move, kicks back from the table and drops his head back. All of his eyes close, and he forces himself to slow his breathing. To relax. I watch it happen in real-time, this perfect, ironclad control.

Brooks knows as much about curses as I do. The thought is sobering, but it also gives me hope, too. Like I can help solve this. We can all work together to solve this. We might not have the answer yet, but we could find it.

All three of them get nosebleeds, and I slam my eyes shut against the sight. Still the Hag Wytch. Still destined to be alone forever. Just try to enjoy the moment. If, one of these days, they bleed harder, they fall, they start dying, then I can run.

Only then. My only exception.

“Must’ve been the curse that she cast on or with the Hag Wytch. No clue if there was ever a Hag before that one, but she was my mentor’s Southwoods.”

I just stare at him. This is the first I’m hearing of this. What in the actual fuck?

“I hate origin stories. Who cares? If it doesn’t help us break the curse, it doesn’t matter.” Marlowe crosses his arms and frowns at the tabletop. Not like he’s angry though, just thoughtful. He’s not trying to be rude: he’s serious. And he’s right.

“But maybe it does?” Brooks leans forward and stuffs his hands in the pockets of his jeans. Seeing him in that well-worn denim does things to me that are hard to explain. He taps his bare toes to mine under the table, and I clutch the sides of my chair’s seat. “She said a lot of weird shit to me when I saw her ghost.”

He thinks on that for a minute, and Tanner snaps his fingers.

“I forgot all about her in the midst of chasing Kate.” He works his jaw, and flashes me a quicksilver glare. Scrapes his fingers over his smooth face. They’re all very clean-shaven today, and they smell like soap and incense. The hats are as gross as ever, but mostly because mine can’t stop licking everything in sight. I’ve lost two magnets off my fridge today, and nearly threw up both times. The taste of plastic and metal is not something I enjoyed. “She said to make sure we were never eaten.”

“She also said that Kate needed to suffer or the curse would come unraveled, that we should leave our North alone.” Brooks sighs as he pulls his hands from his pockets and crosses his arms over his tight white t-shirt. “And that the curse couldn’t be broken via magical means.”

Wait. What?

I stand up and my chair topples over. Marlowe gets up and retrieves it for me, and then lords over me with demon wings, like he’s trying to be intimidating but only comes across as sexy. To me, anyway. I snatch a spare cockie off the tray and bite into it.

“That’s a clue, Kate. Not an answer. If that bitch knew what she was talking about, maybe she wouldn’t have lost two coven members and left the third as the Hag Wytch for so long, hmm?”

“Marlowe—” He cuts me off with a lift of his palm and looks away, sheaves of golden wheat and slow-moving moths appearing on his hat.

“There’s no point in arguing with me. I’ll tell you why: because all three of us agree that you aren’t allowed to suffer alone. Three against one. You’ve been outvoted.” Marlowe curls the corner of his lip and flicks his dark eyes back to me.

“If that’s how this works then I will always be outvoted.” I turn to Tanner, and he shrugs both shoulders.

“What does suffering mean anyway? How would you suggest we enact enough suffering on you to break the curse?” He cocks his head, like he’s waiting for me to challenge him. “How are you going to feel true despair, Kate?”

“I don’t know.” I throw up my hands. “I’m just saying: if I don’t fulfill my side of the bargain, you will all die. I don’t want to live without you, so guess what? We’re down to very few options.” I swallow the rest of my tasty penis cookie and look down at the table.

I’m breathing hard. I’m frustrated. Brooks can tell.

“Why don’t we get something to eat?” he asks, and then he holds up a hand and flicks his fingers in the direction of the fridge. The door opens with a creak, and I spot the last of the cumcakes in their container on one of the shelves. “We’ll go out, have a bite to eat. Then we can check on the situation with Mrs. Madsen.” Long meaningful pause. “And then we’ll cast the spells for the sex tape.”

Oh. I’d forgotten all about that. My cheeks flush pink with shame. How did I really let myself believe a leaked sex tape was a big deal? I died. My coven died. I’m going to end up all alone again. But still …

“Yeah, okay. Let’s do that.” Here we are back home and, magic or police or social media, Brooks has my back. And yet, I still beat him at chess, fair and square. “Brooks wants to be the king to your queen.” Marlowe told me that. I think he’s right. I turn to Lo, still standing next to me, a moth perched at the bite mark on his hat brim. “Bagels? But first, let me patch that up.”

I reach up and slap at his hat brim, and he smiles that beautiful smile for me again.

“Please do. Every time I look at it, I think about how much I’d like to slap your fucking hat.” He’s only just said that when my hat licks his mouth and comes back with amusement, worry, and fear. Yikes. I reach up a finger to one of my hat’s fangs and rub at it absently, scratching the white enamel while I think.

“I don’t have any leather, but—”

Tanner tosses a small hide over my shoulder from behind.

“We moved some of the supplies from the cottage back here. It was a short walk, and much easier to use what we had instead of forage for new supplies. This is the same leather that the hat was made out of.” Tanner drapes himself over me from behind, and just holds me there.

It gets quiet again. It gets soft. And I don’t want to let myself get used to this. Am I sure I’m not dead? Because this could be my afterlife, and I’d be happy here.

“Come upstairs and we’ll get that fixed right up.” I flick Marlowe’s brim, wink, and offer him a smile that I hope is half as pretty as the one he gave me. I lean my cheek into Tanner’s and let my gaze slide to Brooks.

He’s watching me, and he isn’t smiling at all.
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Brooks

The bagel shop we visit has brick walls and a cult-like following. This place has been around since the eighties, so it’s familiar to the other three.

But not to me.

Everything I am begins here. I hiss and curl my lip, startling the woman on the other side of the counter. Seems she’d already forgotten we were here. I appreciate that our glamour is working, but ordering food is annoying. My antlers stretch up to the ceiling, and the eyes on my hat narrow to slits.

“Four large coffees,” I repeat, and the employee gives me a weird look.

“Get us slugs,” Kate is telling me, gesticulating wildly with her hands the way she does. Pieces of bright orange hair cascade over her face, and the afternoon sunlight snags on her perfect lips. One of my hat-eyes picks up a bright blotch of heat between her legs. Arousal.

I look into her eyes, that gold and silver split with hazel stars. Wide, dark pupils. Kate swallows as she stares back at me. Ah. I like that. My body reacts to the sight.

“A slug?” My voice is cold, bored, almost dismissive. Kate flinches a little, and it takes all of my will not to grab onto her and hold tight. To never let her go. To exist in that quiet bubble behind the fog of the foreboding spell where nobody and nothing can reach us.

But we can’t do that—yet.

My North is a tricky witch, and I can’t let her distract me.

“It’s just a bagel, but instead of a ring, it’s straight. You know, the way a maple bar is different from a regular doughnut. Just a different shape. They call ‘em slugs because, well, we’re in Humboldt County.” Kate shrugs her shoulders and then bends her knee, rucking up the leg of her denim overalls to show me the yellow banana slug tattoo on her ankle. “Oh, and this place sell jars of everything seasoning that they call slug slime.”

The sight of Kate, lifting up her pants to point at an image of a slug while she talks about one, in the middle of a quirky bagel shop, is one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. I imagine that I was crazy that I didn’t like her when I first met her. It’s just that she pushes back and riles me up, and I love it.

“Fine, slugs then.” I sigh as I look past her to Tanner, as if I’m not completely enraptured. “You good with that?”

“If you can get our order through this glamour, order me whatever you want,” he says, grinning.

“Same. I’m two seconds away from just grabbing a plate out of someone’s hand.” Marlowe watches an order land on the counter and steals a bagel when our wife isn’t looking. He turns away to eat it, and her mouth flattens into a line.

She knows.

“With butter and cream cheese?” Kate clarifies, and I shrug. She spins the screen in front of her around and taps her finger on it, seemingly putting in the order to the kitchen in the employee’s stead. Clever. “Okay then. Shall I order you an espresso, Brooks?”

“If you order me an espresso, I’ll drink it and then use the extra caffeine to fuck you in the middle of this cafe. Nobody will notice with the glamour spell, but I’m sure it’d be uncomfortable. You wouldn’t like it.”

For some reason, she feels compelled to pay even though she’s the one in control of that screen. Why swipe her credit card if she can just hit the button that reads cash? I might not know computers, but I get this.

I reach over and tap the screen, and Kate gives me a nasty look.

“Wanna bet?” Kate mumbles belatedly, shoving her wallet into her pocket. Her cheeks are pink.

“There’s no bet,” Marlowe scoffs, wandering over to a table near the window and knowing that we’ll follow. It’s not just Kate that’s on a leash. Marlowe and Tanner aren’t allowed out of my sight either. “You’d squirt for me on the edge of a table surrounded by customers, and you wouldn’t give a fuck. You love the thrill, and we all know it. No secrets there.”

“I still want the sex tape taken down,” she snaps, revealing the full truth to me without meaning to. She’s acting like she’s in the process of accepting a terminal diagnosis. Kate doesn’t believe we’ll be able to subvert the curse. She’s convinced that we’re doomed. In the meantime, she’s trying to help us get our affairs in order. “So, um, what’s the plan for Robin Madsen?”

“Bet ya that the Pink Lady is still a mess. Our only hope is that nobody’s gone over there since,” Tanner remarks, taking the spot beside Kate on the window seat. There are colorful pillows tumbled against the glass behind them and, beyond that, brick streets and historical buildings from the mid eighteen-hundreds. This neighborhood—Old Town—is as out-of-date to me as it is to the rest of my coven.

“Is there … a spell for that sort of thing?” Kate asks, tucking hair behind her ear. “Cleaning up gore, that is.”

“Of course there is.” I don’t elaborate. I just stare, and it makes Kate uncomfortable because she knows that it’s not just Tanner who’s watching her like a stalker with an unhealthy obsession. It’s him, and me, and Marlowe. She isn’t going anywhere.

Our order is called, and we all just sit there for a few seconds knowing what we’re going to do. Nobody says a word, and all four of us get up to retrieve the food and drinks before we reclaim our table.

“Can’t even walk across a small restaurant now.” Tanner tsks his tongue, and then takes a bite of his bagel, his hand massaging Kate’s knee under the table. I notice her gaze catch strangely on a woman walking through the door. Kate wets her lips, and I narrow all of my eyes.

I twist the wedding ring around on my finger, frowning. We have another half hour before the next memory, but I don’t like Kate’s expression. Is she hungry again? Is she going to black out? If Kate attacks us, I have some freshly made charms to use. I’m exhausted, close to collapse, but I won’t quit.

If you and someone you love are treading water, you take turns holding each other up for breath. We’re all slowly drowning, but we’re not dead yet. Somehow, we need to get back to shore … or else we sink together.

“Hey, don’t blame it all on trauma. Some couples are like this without magic coven bonds. It’s called love, you know?” Kate takes a bite of her ‘slug’ bagel, beaming back at me like nothing’s wrong. I continue my cold, dead stare. “I bet Marlowe chased Miriam around back in the day.”

Her deflection technique works beautifully on our Westwoods. If it were up to him alone, he’d be bamboozled by Kate at every turn. I also believe he truly would kill himself if she left him. There’s that, too. The sweet comes with the sour.

Marlowe kicks back in his seat, cocky and full of himself. He balances the ceramic plate with the slug bagel on his chest.

“Miriam was clingier than me. I guess it was because I didn’t like her enough. Never date a childhood friend. Huge fucking mistake.” Marlowe takes a bite of his bagel, half of it in one go. I sip my coffee, and eh. I can make better at home.

“I did cling to Nathan.” Kate admits it easily, ruffling up Marlowe’s metaphorical feathers. I can’t see Kate’s actual feathers because she’s wearing her pricey cloak of shadows. Never doing that spell again—ever. Expensive, indeed. “Which only made me look ridiculous since he was an immature dick. Lo’s right: never date a childhood friend. You’re better off with the three violent men you found in the middle of the woods.”

She licks cream cheese off her fingers, and then stares at me.

My mouth twitches. You little shit. You think I don’t know what you’re up to? You think I’m not perfectly aware that you’re going to run? Please. If Kate wants to surprise me, she’ll have to be cleverer than that.

“You found us? Safe to say that I found you.” Marlowe draws Kate’s attention with that one, and then they both turn red. Like teenagers. It’s fucking disgusting, but it’s generating a lot of magic. They’re both beaming, and I’m glad the cumcakes are as successful a glamour as they are. This … social media thing would get much worse if the world could see them glowing.

People know that time slipped by while they slept, but it’s too outrageous to believe. They’ll rationalize whatever they need to rationalize to pretend it wasn’t real. Fine by me. Their ignorance is my bliss. The murders and the disappearances? Harder to deal with than the literal overlapping of worlds.

“Found me, whatever. Still better off than with—” Kate stops talking, and we all turn to see what she’s looking at this time. Someone has just walked into the bagel shop, and if it wasn’t her goddamn ex-boyfriend, then I have no idea how this curse shit could get any worse.

“Put the knife away,” I tell Marlowe, before he even gets a chance to reach for it. He gapes at me, but cumcakes or not, I won’t allow him to stab the guy in public. Stabbing ex-boyfriends is something our coven does in private.

“I told you Humboldt County was a small town,” he growls, resisting the call to violence—barely.

Nathan walks right by without noticing us, thanks to the glamour.

“He can’t see me?” Kate says, catching Tanner’s attention. “What? I’m not about to call out to him or anything.”

“Don’t you dare. You talk to that man again, and we’ll extend the impotency spell. He doesn’t exist to you.” Tanner’s words piss Kate off, as intended. Teasing her is one of the few actions we can take to get her to relax for a minute.

“Nathan!” she calls out, standing up and waving her arm frantically. It takes him way too long to blink his way through the spell. He’d have been a weak witch. “Over here.”

He walks over warily, eyeing the four of us with a healthy sense of fear. I nod, and he shivers. If only he could see the way my shadow is standing over him, neck too long, head bent at a freak angle as it peers at him with unease. I take a bite of the slug bagel, and it’s good. Better than the coffee.

“What do you want?” Nathan whispers, eyes on Tanner. Smart move. Marlowe is too impulsive. I’m too cautious. Tanner will get him when his back is turned if that’s what needs to happen. For now, I’m okay if he’s alive as long as his dick doesn’t work.

“Just wanted to say hi.” Kate shrugs, adjusting the cowl of her cloak. Shadows lick around her, specters that Nathan can’t see. The hood is down, leaving her hat free. It has its own bagel and coffee, and it eats the china along with the food, causing Kate to cringe.

“Don’t do that. Your hat is collecting and storing ambient magic. It’s a very powerful hat and we’re lucky to have it.” I say all of that with a grotesque smile, turning to Nathan and catching his eyes. He hates me, which is also fine. “What?”

“Everyone thinks you guys are part of some weird cult or something.” Nathan crosses his arms and puts a healthy gap between himself and the table. There’s a brightly colored canvas on the wall behind him, a cat painted in psychedelic colors. A single Witchwoods flower sprouts from the corner of it. “I wouldn’t talk about magic hats in public if I were you.”

“And if I were you, I wouldn’t have come over here no matter how many times Kate screamed my name. I’d act like she was invisible, and I’d walk on by.” Tanner spins his coffee cup on the table in front of him, and then smiles nicely at Nathan.

Poor Nate looks like he could puke.

“Fine. Be guilty in the court of public opinion. I was only trying to help.” He storms out of the bagel shop, leaving clanging bells behind him. I wave a hand and silence the annoying door jingle. This place is too busy for bells.

“Seriously? A knife and thinly veiled threats? My God, you guys.” Kate steals the remaining bagel off my plate, and I smile. It’s a genuine smile. I love her, even if I’m eager to kick her ass at the game we’re playing.

Solve the curse. Make everything okay again. Keep us together. We have to be together for me to win.

Blood drips from my nose, and Kate’s smile waffles, cracks, fades. She turns to her coffee and tries to hide the sadness on her lips with a long sip.

I use my shadow to steal another bagel from behind the counter, one that’s already toasted and buttered for another customer, and I toss it onto her plate. I add cream cheese from a tub that I take directly from an employee’s hand, and only my coven sees me break the rules of reality.

Magic hiding in plain sight.

“Thanks,” she whispers, picking up the food without looking at me.

My heart thumps, and I wonder if Kate can hear it over the clink of cutlery and the shushed whisper of human voices.

“I didn’t actually take the knife out,” Marlowe protests, still lounged and sprawled like a lazy witch with no worries. His shadow wings are open and spread across the floor at strange angles behind him.

My eyes narrow in on Kate as Tanner turns to look at me. He goes still, observing my reaction.

Inside the memory hut, I really thought about it. I considered every single person I knew and loved, just like Kate said. Logically, I broke it all down, and I came to this conclusion.

If Sharyn hadn’t gone into the Witch’s Tree, if I’d caught up to her before she did, I would’ve dragged her home. Probably yelled at her for making me worry. Mom would’ve cried. My father would’ve yelled even more. Sharyn would never go back there, and neither would I.

And if I didn’t go back to the Witchwoods, there is no Kate. No coven. No Tanner or Marlowe or magic. None of this.

So I took a calculated risk without getting anyone else’s input. Kate is likely to do the same. No, Kate will do the same. We’re in a race to see who can figure out how to end the curse first.

And along the way, I’m sure one or both of us will screw up and the other person will be there, helping them to tread water.

Helping them to breathe.
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The ghost of Robin Madsen is waiting for us when we pull up to the Pink Lady, that pink and white Victorian that looks more like a cupcake than a house. It was ridiculous beneath the thousand-foot-tall Witchwood trees, like one of my sister’s dollhouses.

It just looks haunted now, with blue waves and gray sky. All of the boats that were frozen in the harbor move freely, sailboats headed out for a nice day, fishing ships coming in with their catch.

Mrs. Madsen is sitting in the living room when we open the door, broken glass and debris on every available surface. The stink of blood and rot from the parlor. The uncanny creeping of death. The ghost turns to us and mouths words that we can’t hear.

“Why did this happen to me?” is what she’s asking.

Mm.

Marlowe scowls at the spirit, tugging a necklace out from inside his hoodie. It’s made of human finger bones and spelled for exorcisms. We made a lot of these, just in case. There were ghosts everywhere, and you never know when one might be hostile. The guys and I worked our asses off last month to ensure we’d have plenty of supplies once Kate came back.

“Oh, Mrs. Madsen. I’m so sorry.” Kate runs over to her and gets on her knees on the carpet in front of the ghost, squinting at her as she tries to read our ex-employer’s lips.

“The house. I have to protect the house,” she mouths, over and over again. Her lips move too fast. The pits of her eyes have widened to slashes of endless shadow. “My daughter will inherit the house now. She’ll bulldoze it.” And then plenty of whispering and growling, making Marlowe edge closer with the exorcism in-hand.

Kate pauses, scooting forward and reaching out to touch the dead woman’s knee. Her hand goes right through.

“She can’t bulldoze it, Mrs. Madsen. The entire town would riot. The historical society would arm itself and march down here.”

Kate tries to make it a joke which is cute, but the situation is sober, and the house stinks. We need to deal with this so we don’t end up fighting off a homicide investigation on top of everything else. I was right about the other bodies though, all of those missing people that’ll never be found. Into the woods they went.

Robin Madsen continues talking, and Kate watches her lips intently, translating a boring life history that none of us cares about.

Well, except for Kate.

“We’re so goddamn lucky,” Tanner says, his voice rough as he stands on my right. Marlowe is on his other side, watching Kate as carefully as I am.

My antlered shadow patrols the room, and I swear that I can still smell the Hag Wytch in here. A few feathers lie on the floor, and it looks like maybe she started to roost here after we left. There’s a nest made of human hair on the dining table, and it’s filled with meat.

What a pleasant scene to clean up. Too bad I can’t send Kate out while we get it done for her. A full coven is required.

“I have her last words,” Kate says finally, standing up. Robin Madsen wanders off the way ghosts do, staring at nothing and smiling too wide. Having too many teeth. Looking off and very, very dead just like they do in the Witchwoods. And then she’s just … gone. Disappeared to wherever it is that Sharyn went, that my mentor went. “Also, she wanted to say sorry for hitting on you inappropriately but also that she was once in love with Tanner in high school.”

“I bet you she didn’t say anything like that first bit, and I hate to tell you this, kitten, but everybody was in love with me in high school.” Tanner puts his arm around Kate’s shoulders, and she pretends to be annoyed with him when she loves it. “But I didn’t have sex with her.”

“I know that. She said she didn’t understand why every single other girl in school was fair game, but not her.” Kate works her jaw like she’s annoyed as we walk down that long hallway to the eviscerated, rotten corpse in the parlor. Kate lifts her metal mask in place as she gags.

“I was very selective, I assure you. I only fucked hot girls.” Tanner knocks a kidney out of his way with a boot and sighs as he lifts up the brim of his hat to take in the room at the end of the hall. Blood everywhere. Brain matter. Bones and meat and maggots and liquefaction.

It’s not pleasant.

“And now you only fuck me,” Kate croaks out from behind her mask, and then we’re all slipping them into place and getting to work. Setting red candles at the four corners. Begging the cardinal directions and the elements for help. Dancing shirtless in blood and spattering ourselves with it. As we move, we crush big, fat Witchwoods maggots underfoot and the carnage rewinds.

It solidifies. It rots backward until it isn’t rotten at all. Pieces of meat and puddles of blood sliding across the floor. We coalesce what’s left of Mrs. Madsen’s body, until there’s a headless, armless corpse on the floor in the center of the room. Whatever parts the original Hag Wytch ate are gone, but now we can more easily dispose of what’s here.

No surprise at all that there are other bodies in this room. She was storing prey here, that bitch. My mentor’s South. The Hag Wytch. I can’t imagine what the horror story of their coven might be, but I won’t let mine end up that way.

We blow out our candles, let the smoke settle as darkness creeps into the room. We wait for the previous spell to dissipate so we can start over again, and there’s a strange sound in the dark. Like chewing. With a frown, I use my magic to relight all four candles at once.

I’m holding mine. Marlowe is holding his. Tanner’s good.

But Kate’s candle is on the floor and there she is in the shadows, bent over and feasting. She turns to look back at us, and there’s a length of intestine dangling from her mouth.

God-fucking-damn it.


[image: ]

Kate

Brooks and Tanner are doing a good job acting like nothing happened earlier. Marlowe is frustrated, glaring down at the ring on his finger like he wants to get rid of it. The bad memories are still coming. My clit piercing is still in place, though it doesn’t hurt anymore.

I don’t know what happened. I was casting with the men, and then I was salivating over something delicious and chewy and— I gag now, putting my hand over my mouth. They all notice, of course, but it’s Tanner who really gets in my space to worry over me.

“Do you need us to bring you meat, honey?” he asks, as gently as he can. My stomach grumbles before I can answer him properly, and he frowns. We finished cleaning up the Pink Lady, and the men didn’t stop me from eating whatever was there. I … I don’t remember exactly what happened, but I’m pretty sure I cleaned up that space all by myself if you know what I mean.

“I … I don’t know. I didn’t feel the urge to hurt you guys, but I definitely felt the urge to eat.” I’m sitting on our bed in a nightgown with no panties on, griffin wings draped across the bed behind me.

“Did we push the aggression back and leave the rest of the curse?” Tanner asks, looking over at Brooks. “Like, she’ll still sing even with our spell. She’ll still feel the hunger.”

“Possibly.” Brooks pauses and then sighs. “Likely.”

“If you need people to eat, Kate, we can handle that. No problem.” Marlowe is stretched out on his side like he’s readying himself for a photoshoot. I’ve seen him take some selfies, so I know he’s aware of how pretty he is. He tries to pretend like he’s really nonchalant about it, but he loves being handsome.

My phone goes off, and I pick it up. Besides the usual shit (we’re still trending and we still have a sex tape out there and dozens of people randomly went missing in Humboldt after a murder spree and we’re witches so we’re to blame), I see a dick pic. Marlowe must’ve taken this down his pants just now and sent it over.

I give him a look over my shoulder, and he smirks at me.

“Our bloodthirsty were-owl,” he says, like it’s a joke. He hides his fears well, but his shadow doesn’t. It’s pacing on the wall behind him and raking clawed fingers over its head. Its eyes are empty pits carved from all of that shadow, and I see my bookshelf through the holes, all those colorful spines.

“No other symptoms?” Brooks asks, and I shake my head. He has his legal yellow pad and Sharpie going again, floating in the air beside him as he takes down plenty of notes. He pauses beside the bed and narrows so many fucking eyes at me that I cringe guiltily even though I’m totally innocent.

I sit up suddenly, carefully arranging my nightgown to hide my distinct lack of underwear. I clear my throat as Brooks lifts a brow. He reaches up to take his hat off, tossing it onto the dresser, but that doesn’t stop all those bloodred eyes from watching me.

“Kitten.” Tanner scratches his chin with those sexy inked fingers of his. “You ain’t lying to us again, are you?”

“She wouldn’t do that,” Marlowe growls out, scooting to sit at the end of the bed like a gargoyle. His arms are wrapped around his legs, and his black eyes are fixed on me. I wiggle a little, looking down at my lap. The feathers on my wings fluff with my discomfort, a dead giveaway for my emotions that I don’t need. I’m already transparent enough.

“I saw you look at a woman that was walking in the door at the bagel shop. What was that about if not hunger?” Brooks demands, putting his intimidating hands on his intimidating hips. He bends at the waist, putting his face up close and personal with mine.

“I …” I pause and stop talking, really giving his words some thought. Was I staring at a woman in the bagel shop? Like, to eat? My brow furrows. “If I did, if I was, then I wasn’t conscious or aware of it.”

Brooks stands up with a sigh, letting his head fall back. He closes his eyes. I find my fingers straying down to my clit ring beneath the fabric of my nightgown. It’s an ugly nightgown, I know that. The girls used to tease me when I’d wear it during sleepovers in high school. It’s possible that I have terrible taste in clothing.

“So we give her another piercing.” Marlowe and his shadow both are gesturing at me. He starts to list different types off, using his shadow’s fingers to keep count. “A Princess Diana, a Princess Albertina, inner labia piercings, outer labia, a fourchette—”

“How the hell do you know all that?” I ask him, mighty suspicious. Marlowe blushes at me which is not easy to get used to. When he blushes, I want to throw my body on his and squeeze him to within an inch of his life. Not … not to eat. I mean, just for cuddles and stuff. I’m not an anaconda and an owl.

“Miriam could set off a metal detector at the airport,” he admits, and we both just look at each other. I love the way my plastic star-and-moon lights make his oil-slick hair shimmer. Sigh.

“Miriam.” My eyebrow twitches as I lean forward and give Lo my nastiest look. “Uptight, khaki-wearing, lives-by-the-golf-course-in-Bayside Miriam has more vagina piercings than I do?”

“Maybe not anymore?” Marlowe suggests, curling his lip in disgust. His hat is off, too, sitting on the top of my vanity. It’s covered in poison ivy, and I’m not sure what to make of that. “Obviously, I wouldn’t know. I don’t care to know. But once upon a time, sure.”

We just keep staring at each other, and I can’t help myself.

“Nathan didn’t have dick piercings,” I say for some useless reason, and that really gets Marlowe going. He puffs up like a flash-toad and looks at me with eyes of thunder.

“Yeah, I am going to kill Nathan. You seem to want him dead or you wouldn’t bring up his dick so casually to me.”

I gape at Marlowe, getting up on my knees on the bed and pointing at him. My wings smack Tanner in the face, but he just chuckles and spreads them around him and somehow that’s sexual to me. I keep my nightgown pulled down the front of my thighs so nobody can see.

“You brought up your ex’s vagina piercings first, so screw you. I hate her. I hate Dennis.” I lift my chin, expecting an argument, but Marlowe just shrugs one massive shoulder and turns away from me to stare at the wall where he plowed me during the Numa Numa incident.

“I hate ‘em, too. Why don’t we spell them to leave us alone? Then, when we inevitably run into them around town, they won’t recognize us and we won’t have to deal with the drama.” Marlowe looks back at me as Brooks clicks his tongue in annoyance.

“I do not fucking care about Miriam or Nathan. There is only one thing that I care about, and that’s breaking this curse. So, sure, another piercing is an option, but we’d have to do the entire spell again. That means another visit to the memory hut. That means dozens of sacrifices. That means weeks of prep and planning.” He puts his hands on his hips again and turns away, looking out the window at our empty neighborhood.

“Hey, um, what was in those vials that we used to cast the new foreboding spell?” I ask, turning and sitting back on my calves. I end up smacking Tanner again with my wings, but he just grabs one and squeezes it to his chest in a hug that makes my heart flip-flop.

I look his way, and my entire chest hurts when I find his eyes soft and blue and tender for me. But wait. There’s a glint of sharp silver. He clutches my wing a little tighter, obscuring the line between love and obsession. I flip him off, and he grins in response.

“The first tears of grief,” Brooks admits, drawing my attention back to him. “My tears for Sharyn. For my mentor. I bottled them up, added some lavender for mourning, salt for purification, and a splash of sad, lonely cum in a dark void.”

He turns around and rubs his hand over his hair in frustration. I’m up and off the bed, throwing my arms around his waist as tightly as I can. I might not have a lot of time left with you guys, so I’ll take care of you while I’m here. I’m going to take such good care of you, I promise.

Brooks softens under my touch, weaving the fingers of his right hand into my hair and stroking my scalp. The sensation gives me goose bumps, and I love it. I want him to keep touching me. I want him to touch me forever.

“God, Kate,” he says, and his voice cracks so beautifully that I could die.

I know that he loves me. I know that they all do.

“The first tears of grief, that’s clever,” I murmur, and he laughs at me.

“Necessity is the mother of invention,” he replies, like this is something he’s been ruminating on for quite some time. “Come, let’s go brush our teeth.”

“Excuse me.” I step back from him and put my hands on my hips. “Are you trying to insinuate something?”

“Yes. That you ate rotting flesh in the parlor of the Pink Lady. There could be gristle between your molars so, before I kiss you, I’d like you to brush and flush.” Brooks turns me around with his hands on my shoulders and gives me a little push in the direction of the door.

Flick is already there, paws up on the wood, whining in anticipation of an adventure. I open the door and there’s Ebon, perched on the railing and watching me with a cocked head and six glowing purple eyes. My cat is downstairs, draped across the sofa and yawning just so she can flash her teeth at me in warning.

I smile and pad down the hall with my shadow creeping along the wall beside me, horned and winged and tiptoeing like she’s in the middle of a covert op. I can see the shadows of the men stalking me, too. Wings and antlers and tails with obsidian blade points. I turn around to walk backward, and wow.

“Holy fuck.” I pause and the three of them stop, too. Three enormous witches taking up my entire hallway. It feels so intimate when they don’t have their hats on, like they’re naked even when they’re wearing clothes. I tuck my lip under my teeth.

“Holy fuck, I’m so lucky. That what you’re thinking?” Tanner asks, raising his fancy brow. I wonder if that eyebrow was always split, half black and half gold, or if that happened after the attack that gave him the scar. I bet that piercing through it is a spell, too. “Remember what I told you at the hot tub, that you should take advantage of us.” He runs his tongue over his teeth, and I shiver. “We’re certainly taking full advantage of you.”

“Lucky? I feel sorry for Kate, getting stuck with us,” Marlowe grouses as I spin away and dart into the bathroom. They’re only point-zero-one seconds behind me, filling up the space as I stare down at the toothbrushes in the ceramic hippie mug with the broken handle that sits beside the sink. Four toothbrushes, not one. Four.

Happiness hits me like a strike of lightning, a giddiness that runs from the top of my head down to my toes. I’m standing on my tiptoes now, hands clutching the counter as I stare at the mirror and the three reflections behind mine. Red-and-black haired Brooks. Rainbow-over-black Marlowe. Split black-and gold Tanner. Pumpkin orange and ebony me.

We’re Witchwoods pretty.

And then the men start to bleed from their noses, and I slam my eyelids shut.

Hag Wytch, Hag Wytch, Hag Wytch.

Somebody reaches past me for a toothbrush. The water starts to run in the sink, but I don’t think anyone actually turned the faucet on. Marlowe. I open my eyes to see Tanner adding toothpaste to my brush. He hands it over and I take it with a little sniffle.

They’ve all stopped bleeding which is nice.

“I promised you that everything would be okay,” Brooks explains as I stick my toothbrush in my mouth and really go to town. He’s right: I ate a lot of questionable meat, and I should brush like my goddamn life depends on it. Marlowe and Tanner prepare their own brushes. The former leans his hip against the counter on my left while the latter stands on my right side, arm to arm.

Brooks is directly behind me, wearing his shadow antlers.

I spit into the sink and then lift up, meeting his green eyes in the mirror.

“You promised something that nobody can promise, Brooks. It’s not possible to make a guarantee like that. Everything already went so horribly wrong …” I trail off, putting the brush back in my mouth and attacking my teeth again.

“Yes, events have taken strange turns, I’ll admit that.” He plucks the final brush from the cup and applies the toothpaste with a sigh. “We should make a spell for this,” he grumbles, but then he dutifully brushes his own teeth while I switch out for some floss. I make the mistake of looking at the waxed string and notice a bit of … is that a bone shard?! I floss harder. “But we’re here, aren’t we? One step at a time. In the end, Kate, you’ll see. It’ll be alright.”

I don’t argue with him. I want him to be right. But I don’t let myself believe it because I don’t want their noses to bleed again. I don’t want them to relive their own deaths.

We all freeze as our wedding rings flare with another bad memory, right on time. I can hear the grandfather clock chiming in the living room.

The memory pushes its way to the forefront of my mind, and it’s a new one.

The day that comes to me is random and unexpected. It’s not the day my dad left or the day of my mother’s accident or even the day she left me here with my grandma and took off. Not the day my mom died. Not the day my grandma died. Not even the funeral. It’s two weeks after the funeral.

When a person dies, there’s all this hubbub. Distant friends and family and coworkers and neighbors who seem to care. For a while, the activity helps numb the pain. The problem comes afterward. A week later. Two weeks.

That’s what I see in my head. Me, standing at the top of the stairs with my hand on the newel post, staring down at the living room and realizing that this was it. I was alone. I was completely and utterly alone. My friends had come to pay their respects, but they’d gone back to school. Tacy was just up the highway at Humboldt State, but she was working on a huge project that had her entertaining more than enough sleepless nights without me calling her over.

There was the telltale tick of the grandfather clock, and there was me.

Alone, alone, alone.

My knees buckle, and if it weren’t for Tanner, I’d have collapsed.

He turns me around and sets me on the counter, stepping between my thighs and putting my face between his big hands. I’m breathing harder than I should be, even with the memory. We’ve been doing this twenty-four times a day for a while. It’s old news. It’s no big deal. It’s … it’s …

“I don’t want to be alone.” I say it aloud, even though I know they won’t like it. I don’t hold back. I don’t hide anything. The time is now because there is no time. We’re rapidly running out. The price of the curse is that I can have whatever I want, but only at the right price. What I want most in exchange for what I want least.

To be alone.

That’s the price, the cost. I’ve given up everything I ever wanted to give them a chance, and I’m afraid that they’re not going to take it. I reach up and swipe some blood from Tanner’s face, staring down at the red and trying to decide if I’m going to black out and eat it.

We both wait there in silence, checking the edges of my limits. Nothing happens. All I feel is a sense of impending doom that I hate because it’s ruining what’s otherwise another perfect moment.

“You will never be alone again.” Tanner is fucking serious, and his stare is flinty and solid gray. All fog and storm and nothing of the sea. “You’re not allowed to be alone.” He cocks his fancy brow again, but he’s pissed.

I grab him around the neck and wrap my legs over him at the same time, tugging him closer. He finds out very quickly that I’m not wearing underwear, and stares and stares and stares at the span of my pale thighs spread open for him. Tanner wets his lips and reaches down, shoving his sweatpants over his ass, exposing himself to me.

He uses one hand to take his shaft and slap it against me a few times as I gasp and blush and cling to his shoulders.

“This is a serious subject,” I warn him, but he only shrugs.

“It is, and it’s settled. You’re not going anywhere, so stop worrying about that.” Tanner finishes that sentence by entering me, dragging me forward with a hand gripping my ass. It starts a little rough, but quickly morphs into something else.

He makes love to me that easily, in front of the other two men on the bathroom sink. It’s super quick, and not really all that interesting from a physical standpoint. We’re not spitting on each other. We’re not swallowing cum. We’re staring into one another’s eyes and falling apart.

At least, I am.

Tanner smirks at me after we’ve both finished, as I’m panting in his arms and trying not to look at Marlowe or Brooks. I’d rather share space with them than not, so … I need to get used to being watched. I need to not worry about it.

“That was interesting.” Marlowe’s voice is strange, like watching was a little hard for him, too. “Good to know you’re jealous over Miriam.” He scoffs her name and then catches my eyes when I turn a harsh glare on him. How dare he bring her up while Tanner is still inside of me?

Then, again, I suppose that was the point.

“It’s a huge plus that you don’t remember any of your previous girlfriends,” I tell Tanner, sliding my thumb into his mouth. He bites down on it roughly, and sucks me good before releasing me.

“I never had girlfriends, which is why I’m technically more like a virgin husband than Lo is. A random passing thing versus whatever lovemaking he did with her, you know what I mean?” Tanner slides out of me, and I groan, squeezing my thighs together and glaring.

Marlowe is gaping at Tanner as our Eastwoods opens the bathroom door and whistles for the dog.

“What the fuck was that for, throwing me under the bus like that?” Marlowe pushes past Tanner into the hallway, leaving me pseudo-alone with Brooks. I don’t want to be pseudo-alone with Brooks.

I hop off the counter and he stops me by grabbing my chin and turning my face to his.

“You’ll still do it, won’t you? Run away if you think things aren’t getting better.” He purses his lips and exhales through his nose, like he already knows he’s got the answer. “Marlowe threatening to kill himself isn’t enough to keep you here?”

“He won’t be able to kill himself because he’d be too worried about me, and he’d spend all his time trying to …” I stop talking as it hits me. My heart thumps. “He—you and Tanner, too—would spend all your time trying to rescue me. No matter how impossible it seems.” I peer at Brooks, because I just don’t have all the answers and that’s okay. We’re doing this together. “With the three of you dead, did you still think there’d be a way out?”

“I knew that no matter how impossible it seemed, you’d just keep trying.” Brooks releases my chin and moves past me, leaving me in the bathroom as he stands in the hall with his hand outstretched.

I breathe through my overwhelming feelings, and the clock ticks downstairs. Flick’s nails on the hardwood floor. The creak of the boards beneath the heavy feet of the Witchwood Boys. I reach out and take Brooks’ hand, letting him lead the way into our bedroom.


[image: ]

Kate

I’m leery of this idea, but I trust my coven so here I am.

Tanner appears in the shadows of the forested spare lot behind our house, a dead hog slung over his shoulder. I squint as he moves from the darkness of the canopy into the early (and increasingly rare) autumn sunshine.

“You’re sure you’re not hungry?” Brooks asks me for the umpteenth time. Doesn’t bother me though. He’s asking because he wants to make certain that if I feel a different sort of hunger, I’ll know where it’s coming from. His efforts to make sure I got a full tummy this morning were valiant. I named a half-dozen dishes that I wanted for breakfast, and he made them all from scratch. Some he had to look up because he’d never heard of them before, the rest he knew by heart.

I am so stupidly in love with Brooks McDowell.

“I’m sure.” I glance over at Marlowe. He’s watching Tanner make his way to us with a dead animal like it’s no big thing, just another day in the life of a modern witch. Bullshit. Look at Lo’s hands, the way he digs his fingertips into his forearms. “You’ll be okay, West.”

“Me?” He raises a brow and casts a disdainful look back at me. “I’m not the one I’m worried about. You being okay is what matters, and you’re not okay. So don’t give me that shit.” He turns back to Tanner as the shirtless, scarred hunter chucks the corpse into the grass at my feet.

It has tusks. Six tusks. It has horns, like a bull. Two tails. Definitely from the Witchwoods.

“Since it crossed over, it stayed here?” Tanner asks, anticipating my question before I can ask it. He looks to Brooks for an answer. “Or else, the gate is still ajar.”

“No Hag Wytch, so who gives a fuck? If it’s open, it’s open. We’re dealing with Kate’s curse, and then we’re living in luxury and comfort for the rest of our lives.” Brooks steps forward and draws the penis-athame from his belt. He hands it over to Tanner, leaving him to gut the monster.

“You’re such a liar,” I tease, poking Brooks with my elbow. “You love playing the hero.”

“Katelynn.” Said like Brooks is trying to reprimand me. This time, I don’t just poke him with my elbow, I jam it into his rib cage and he grunts. He smiles, too. “If it bothers you to leave the gate open, we can try to close it from our end, but we are never, ever, fucking ever going in there again.”

“Not true,” I whisper, and Marlowe scoffs.

But then Tanner is plunging the knife into the boar’s side and splitting it from snout to tail. Blood and intestines spill out into the grass in front of me, a slosh of red that hits the toes of my boots—

—I black out.

And then I come to feeling like I could burst. I hiccup, and slap both hands over my mouth. The boar is gone. Completely gone. There’s a small divot and some bloodstained grass, a fleck of muscle tissue here and a tiny bone shard there.

I drop my hands down and stare at them, covered in red. I can taste it in my mouth. I can feel the boar’s soul in my stomach.

I look up and all three men are staring at me with uneasy expressions.

“This is fine. We’ll keep feeding you until we figure this out. As much as you need.” Brooks turns to Tanner, but I’m on my feet and stumbling up to them before they can go down this route.

“No humans, please. Just … don’t murder people for me.” I’m grabbing onto Marlowe’s shirt, trying to get him to look at me because I know he’ll have no problem doing just that. Tanner either. Or Brooks. They’d all kill to feed me if they had to.

“If I need to eat people for whatever reason, I’ll do it myself. I don’t want you involved.” I release Marlowe, but he snags me around the waist and holds me there. I look up at him and remember him punching my hand and breaking it in this very yard.

I flipped his attitude overnight, didn’t I? That was a good move on my part.

“Are you worried about the police or something?” Brooks asks, cocking his head at me. His hat looks so confused, and his shadow darts back and forth between the bushes behind him. “Don’t be. They’re the least of our worries. It’s a hundred times easier to spell a person than to close an ancient, magical gate.”

I’m about to argue with him. He thinks I’m worried about the police? Did he ever consider that I just don’t want my coven to hurt innocent people?

A toad appears on a rock near the edge of the deck. It has a single red eye with a square pupil. The atmosphere is strange as I go still with a sudden memory, something I haven’t talked about with the guys yet.

There was a thing in the Witch’s Tree, something with claws and a big eye with a square pupil, like a goat. Like this toad. The imagery is not lost on me. What the hell was that thing? The toad expands its vocal sac and then hops into the bushes, disappearing from sight.

Marlowe’s phone rings, and he frowns as he draws it out of his pocket. Tanner leans in to look, and they exchange a glance before Lo answers. It’s weird, seeing him use a phone so casually, but I’m proud. He’s adapting quickly. He can help Brooks and Tanner with theirs.

Clang, clang, clang. The sound of my broken, beating heart.

“Uh-huh. It’s definitely easier to get in touch with me than with her. Kate doesn’t even look at her notifications. One second.” Marlowe puts the phone down and turns to Brooks, like he’s got a question specifically for him. “Georgia says the cops are at her house. The ones from the Witchwoods. She wants us to come over there.”

“We’re definitely going over there,” I say, putting my hands on my hips and shifting my wings. I’m covered head-to-toe in blood. The cute outfit I slipped into is soaked. Pale denim shorts with real holes, earned by yours truly while painting. A crop top to accommodate my wings. A ponytail.

I probably look terrifying, especially with my hat trying to gobble up all the leftovers.

“This’ll be the last meeting. Tell Georgia we’re on the way.” Brooks turns like that’s that, leaving me with Tanner and Marlowe.

Sort of.

He pauses in the kitchen, all of ten feet away from us, and starts fiddling around like he’s annoyed he has to wait at all.

I steal the phone from Marlowe.

“It’s me,” I tell Georgia, turning away so I can’t see the men looking at me. “What’s up?”

“The three Witchwoods escapees are at my house. They’re threatening us in an attempt to get answers I don’t have, and it’s seriously pissing me off. So, I either need you guys to come and deal with them or I need a spell that deals with them. Tell Brooks to start giving us all lessons, so I can write my own spells.”

Georgia is cranky and demanding a lot, but a lightbulb goes off in my head.

A lightbulb my coven cannot know about. Bingo. Spell writing lessons.

“For sure. I’ll ask him about the lessons. And we’ll be right over.” I hang up and turn, clutching the phone to my bloody chest.

“Your ass looks nice in those shorts,” Marlowe tells me, licking his mouth and running his tongue over his teeth. His dark eyes are all over me, and I realize he has most definitely noticed my outfit and approves. He likes it even better now, wet and bloody and sticking to my skin.

I clear my throat.

“Thank you.”

“Huh.” Lo snatches the phone from me and moves up the deck stairs to join Brooks. His hat’s just sprouted honeysuckle and fuzzy bees.

“Tits look real good, too.” Tanner gestures at me with a casual hand, the other propped on his hip. “That scrap of fabric isn’t going to hide anything though. Go change before we leave.”

I slap my hands over my breasts, trying to block them from view.

“Georgia is my friend, and this is my fault. We should hurry.” I start to move around him, but he shifts to block my way. I was going to wash up anyway, but I hate when they order me to do the most logical, reasonable thing there is.

I hesitate, almost shy in a situation where shyness is fucking hilarious. We’ve been through it all, me and these men. The Witchwoods. Death. Hell. Social media. I clear my throat and raise my chin, but my nipples are like rocks.

“What? Are we keeping secrets from Brooks and Marlowe now?” I tease, lifting a hand to my mouth to whisper. “Do you have something to tell me, Tanner?”

“Never. No fucking secrets.” Tanner tilts his hat brim up and out of his face, casting a crescent moon shadow over his eyes. I hesitate under that stare. “You’re such a terrible liar, Kate.”

“Excuse me?” I ask, blinking my way through the confusion as I wait for an explanation.

Tanner isn’t smiling.

“Take this as your ultimate challenge, Kate. Will you break the curse first? Or will we?” Tanner walks up to stand beside me, his hand dropping to my elbow, fingers hot and possessive and tight against my skin. “Prove that you have a right to challenge Brooks. That you make better decisions than me. Than Marlowe.”

I reach down and put my fingers over his, clasping tight.

We stare at each other.

“I’ll prove it,” I tell him, and that’s it. I don’t say anything else. I just watch the blood drip from his nose, and I know without a doubt that I’d rather kick them in the nuts and break their hearts than eat them. Than live with the knowledge that their souls are trapped inside of me. Than search for someone to take my place just so we can all die. That won’t be our end.

I won’t allow it.

Tanner sniffles and then swipes his arm under his nose.

I suppose if that’s the worst thing we have to worry about in our relationship—that is, who’s willing to sacrifice more than the other person—then we’ve made it.

We’re not falling in love. We are in love.

And it’s a race to the finish line that I can’t allow them to win.
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We pull up to Georgia’s house in the truck, and this time, she lets my entire coven in the front door.

“Finally. I’m this close to spelling them both with stomach cramps and liquid diarrhea.” Georgia steps aside, and I notice something strange from the corner of my eye. Is … is that a floating quill pen scribbling black cursive across the white silk of her tiny top hat?

I lean in and squint at it.

The words read: Is … is that a floating quill pen scribbling black—

“What the fuck?” I stumble back and hit the wall as Georgia blushes and reaches up, trying to stop the pen from doing its thing. Marlowe squeezes in past me, ignoring my friend but rubbing his sexy body all along the front of me.

The quill pen starts writing something different, and the previous words disappear.

The pen scrawls the following message: I wish we weren’t here dealing with police stuff. I’d much rather be at home in bed—

I blush and clamp my hands over my mouth. The hat is writing my thoughts down. It’s writing my thoughts. Hell no. My thoughts are insane. Nobody needs to know what’s going on inside this crazy head of mine.

“I know, I know. If I stare at someone for too long, it starts … yeah, my hat writes down snippets of thought.” Georgia looks away, reaching up to tear the headband off and letting it hang by her side. Trying to stifle a laugh, I’ll bet. “And all this time, I thought Fernanda was the biggest perv in our friend group.”

I drop my hands from my gaping mouth, trying to come up with a defense and realizing I have none. Georgia is right: I’m the naughty one now.

Brooks pats my head as he strolls past.

“Nobody is surprised, Kate. Nobody.”

Tanner pauses in the doorway, wolf ears swiveling to collect sound. Flick is right on his heels, as loyal to Tanner as he is disloyal to me.

“Ah, the other guy is here too, eh?” Tanner asks, and it isn’t until Georgia herds me into the kitchen that I see the YouTuber dude—Hoax—standing awkwardly in the corner. Fernanda is leaning over the counter beside him, gazing up with awe as his shadow studies hers on the cabinets behind them. Tacy is perched on the countertop beside her while Talia digs through Georgia’s parents’ fridge in search of something to eat.

Both John Gilley and Officer Viv sit at the table together, a German shepherd lying on the floor at the latter’s feet. Ah, right, Viv was a K-9 officer. I’d almost forgotten that.

“Why the fuck are you bothering my wife’s friends?” Brooks asks, annoyed. Marlowe circles around the table while Tanner appears to be distracted by the outdated vino-and-grapes decor. Appears, being the key word. He’s analyzing all the points of entry, most likely. A half-dozen windows. A single door. An arched entry from the living room.

Neither Gilley nor Viv stand up when we walk in. They sit there, sipping to-go coffees. Gilley holds his up for Brooks to see, as if Brooks is going to care about whatever quip he might make.

“Got our own coffee today. Didn’t fancy being drugged again.” Gilley snorts and takes another sip of his drink as Brooks plants his hands on his hips with a sigh. Flannel shirt undone. It’s a dark green with black stripes. Underneath, he’s wearing a gray wifebeater. The largest eye on his hat twitches in frustration.

“This is a conversation I will only have once. What is it that you want?” Brooks stares the two officers down, glancing briefly at the influencer, Hoax.

Tanner is yawning, stretching his arms overhead and lifting his shirt up a few inches in the front. Hot, sexy navel and a touch of blonde hair leading into his— He pretends like he’s not on alert, but he is. Always. Viv’s dog notices, baring his teeth at Tanner until Tanner bares his right back. With a whine, the shepherd lays his head down on his front paws.

Our own dog is oblivious, smiling wildly and sitting at his master’s side with a manic tail wag. I offer Flick a quick pat on the head and he licks my fingers in solidarity. My hat, yeah, it licks him right back.

“Fernanda asked Hoax to come over,” Georgia explains with a tired sigh, straightening out her UCSC sweatshirt (it has a banana slug on it, the college’s official mascot). “Didn’t ask for these cops to follow him.”

“Well, detective. Officer. Here it goes. Your final pleas. What do you want from us?” Brooks crosses his arms and waits while Tanner not-so-surreptitiously moves to cover the back door. It leads directly from the kitchen to the back deck. Nobody’s getting out that way now.

Err. What? Why am I thinking like that? These are cops. This is insane.

“Humboldt County has dozens of missing persons cases—not to mention murders—that lead right back to you.” Gilley pretends to be calm. He’s not. He’s afraid of us.

He should be.

“It was the Hag Wytch,” Marlowe whispers, hand cupped around Gilley’s ear. The abrupt transition and the cool delivery of those words has John spooked. He’s got goose bumps on the back of his neck. Bet he didn’t see Marlowe move. I know I didn’t. “She has an insatiable appetite for human flesh.”

Marlowe’s dark eyes find mine, and there’s a pang of sympathy behind that cavalier disregard.

“The initial murders were the … that owl thing. I can appreciate the truth in that since I saw her for myself.” Gilley’s eyes flick over to Hoax, and the man shifts, looking away and putting a hand over his empty shirt sleeve. The detective sighs and rubs at his temple. “But what about all the missing people? I’m working cases where family members swear that their loved ones vanished before their eyes. I want answers. I know you four have them.”

“Answers about what?” Tanner asks, stepping away from the door and flattening his hat’s ears. “Was anyone that went missing important? Just worthless child killers, rapists, and murderers. Trash that isn’t worth worrying about.”

Flick barks his agreement, and then takes a mouthful of the denim at Tanner’s ankle and tugs on it. Herding breeds, man. Weirdest (and best) dogs ever.

“Some, sure, but not all of—” Gilley begins.

Marlowe knocks the man’s coffee over with a wave of his hand, draws the liquid up into the air, and then holds it there without so much as blinking an eye.

“I will drown you with this latte if you don’t shut the fuck up.”

Aw. Lo’s trying to protect me from the truth. I appreciate it, even as I know on instinct the things I’ve done wrong. Not everyone that I ate had it coming. I’m not entirely innocent here, and I know that. I accept it.

“You guys are absolutely useless.” Georgia throws her hands up in frustration. “If all you were going to do is threaten them, I could’ve handled this myself. Erase their memories or something. Do you need us to leave so you can gang-bang my best friend on the floor for a spell?”

I drop my head back with a groan as Talia howls with laughter and Brooks smirks, leaning over and putting his own hands on the edge of the table. The coffee spatters to the wood surface in front of Gilley, hitting the front of his shirt. None of the droplets touch our coven, so Brooks’ shirt stays clean despite his proximity.

His hat studies Viv while he stares at Gilley with his own green eyes.

“We did our very best to limit casualties to violent offenders, but things happen.” Brooks blinks his hat eyes, and they sound sticky. I’m sure that’s intentional. Gives it that extra ick that our coven excels in. My hat eats the discarded coffee cup and licks its lips. Marlowe has grown poison oak, leaves drifting across the tabletop. “What of it? There’ll be no evidence anyway. Is magic a permissible murder weapon in court?”

“Are you … admitting to hurting people?” Gilley snorts in disbelief, and Brooks laughs. That bothers the detective more than anything else that he’s said thus far. I can see why. It sounds unhinged. Tanner leans back against the door, shadow tails swaying like he’s bored.

I’m never falling for that casual act again: the man sees everything. Sees me, too. Winks at me.

I wink back, and he loves it. Surprises him a little, too.

“This is me extending you a courtesy. This is me being nice.” Brooks puts a hand to his chest. “No matter what we do, you will forget all about it or we will kill you. I could erase your memory, too, but I’m doing my best to be respectful. You are, in fact, an untrained witch now.”

“I’m not a goddamn witch,” Gilley retorts, but he doesn’t get very far with his protests.

“I want a coven,” Viv blurts suddenly, like she’s here for an entirely different reason. “Just tell me how to find a coven of my own.” She exhales and looks down at the table, sounding like she’s frustrated beyond belief. “I need one more than I need to breathe. It’s a physical ache.”

Gilley is stunned, but Brooks just sighs as he stands up.

“If you want to taste the depth of my depravity and obsession, keep bothering me. Bother my wife’s friends. Take up valuable space in my day. If we’re continually harassed by anyone—the authorities, the media, the public—then I have no qualms about making even more people disappear. Is that understood?” He looks to Viv next. “As far as a coven? You have two Southwoods and a Westwoods here. If you want another breed of witch, go back into those woods and take a few friends.”

“If you want to stop trending or … well, if you want the world to think you guys are incapable of murder, I could help.” Hoax lifts up his remaining hand. “I’ve already done a video about how the Witchwoods legend is bullshit. Let’s make another, debunking you guys as witches.”

Fernanda swoons, and Tacy frets, and Georgia rubs her temples. Talia eats macarons. Both cops are looking at Brooks like they might challenge him.

“No,” Brooks declares as Gilley turns to him and opens his big mouth. No words come out because Brooks’ shadow grabs Gilley’s around the neck and silences him in the process. “That was it. I’m done talking.”

His shadow drags Gilley’s toward the front door, and the man goes stumbling after them, grabbing at his neck like he’s struggling to breathe.

Officer Viv is smarter and quicker, rising to her feet and taking her dog with her. She looks over at Hoax, and their eyes meet, and I feel instantly bad for Fernanda. Viv and Hoax look at each other like they’re desperate. I remember what the boys told me, about how awful it was to have magic, to be a witch, and to live with an incomplete coven.

“Let me know if you need my help.” Hoax leaves through the back door with Viv.

They’ll form a coven, no doubt about it.
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I turn to Georgia, clasping my hands behind my back. My friend and I look at each other.

“Why was Hoax here?” I ask gently, knowing how insane this all is but understanding that if anyone can handle it, it’s Georgia.

“Fernanda has a crush on him. I had no idea they were following him or how the two cops ended up together in the first place.” Georgia looks past me at Brooks. “You need to start giving us lessons. If you don’t want to train the other three witches in this world, then I’ll do it. Help me so I can help them.”

I look up at Brooks, expecting him to argue, but his gaze shifts to one side. All of his gazes, really. He looks at the floor in thought as Marlowe and Tanner move up to stand on either side of him, effectively blocking the kitchen off from the living room area where I’m standing with Georgia. The rest of her coven is on the other side of them, and I can see right away that nobody likes that arrangement.

The men shift, and so do the women. Then it’s our coven in a row looking back at theirs.

“Fine. I’ll teach you.” Brooks lifts up a hand, showing off his wedding ring in the process. Red gem with interlaced triangles in black. Silver setting. My own throbs, and I close my eyes just before it hits.

Another nightmare that cuts through me like a cold sword.

Tanner … Marlowe … Brooks … shoving those blades through their chests.

I come to with one hand clutching hard to Tanner’s bicep, making him bleed. I guiltily withdraw my claws from his skin, but he snatches my wrist to keep me from moving any further away.

“You okay?” he whispers, lips near my ear, and I nod.

Georgia is giving us an odd look, like she knows something is up.

“The Hag thing, is this going to be a problem?” she asks, sliding her wooden twig wand from her pocket. She raps the wood against her left palm like an angry school teacher, and I realize that I might be forced into explaining this to her against my will.

Georgia’s sisters, Blythe and Bea (owners of the overpriced lemonade stand in the front yard), burst through the front door. They come barreling into the kitchen holding their phones, recording us live for social media. And also wearing cheap Halloween witch hats.

“We’re on your side,” Bea (the younger of the two) tells us, walking right up to me. I turn and my coak swirls like liquid ink and black fog. “You’re not a killer, Kate.”

“Uh, what?” I ask, cringing as Georgia steals the phones from both girls, turning them off and tucking them into her pocket despite their protests.

“Rude,” Blythe murmurs, turning to look at me with a sly, curious expression. Her dark eyes gleam. “Which one’s your boyfriend, Kate?” she asks, hungry for gossip. Her gaze skips over the men, and her cheeks turn pink. Ah. Ahem. Boy-crazy teenager.

“They’re all my husbands.” I lift my hand, showing off my ring. If it’s going to zing me with nightmares, it may as well showcase my love.

“Dude, I wish I had a single boyfriend. Just one.” Blythe reaches out a finger, like she might touch Marlowe’s arm. He steps back and puts his palms up, a scowl on his face.

“Get away from me. What are you, fucking twelve or something?” he snaps, and Blythe turns beet red.

“I’m fourteen,” she growls, and then she takes off and I hear yelling until a door slams upstairs. Blythe and Georgia are nothing alike at all. Polar opposites.

Bea is giggling as she uses a second phone to snap photos of me and the men, and then she, too, runs off and disappears into the vast expanse of the Appleby’s three-thousand-square-foot Victorian house. This place has nooks upon crannies upon basements and attics and outbuildings and … yeah. If the girls don’t want to be found, you can’t find them.

Except with magic maybe.

“Sorry about that,” Georgia explains apologetically. Everything is almost funny and cute and lighthearted there for a minute. My friend looks exasperated and Talia has thrown a macaron at Marlowe’s back, and we’ve threatened the cops, and … I’m dizzy.

I’m hungry.

I wet my lips and try to focus on what Georgia’s saying. Something about quitting college and living with her coven here in Humboldt—in their own place, for obvious reasons.

I can’t concentrate. All I can do is stare at her neck, and she picks up on it right away.

“Shit.” A curse from her and a shared look with Brooks. “What can we do to help with this nightmare?”

Fernanda puts Georgia’s hat back on for her, and I see something scribbled across the brim. Is Kate going to keep eating people? That’s what it writes, and Georgia cringes, reaching up and taking it off again to read the words.

“Ah, sorry. If I’m not concentrating hard enough, it writes my thoughts instead of other people’s. Big downside to this power.”

“I might have to keep eating,” I admit, tucking my lip under my teeth as I glance back at the men. “But maybe not people? Game meat seems to work just fine. Don’t worry about the curse. We’ll get it sorted.”

I’m still looking at my coven. Three huge witches. Three twitchy shadows. Pointed hats. Mismatched expressions.

Brooks is contemplative. Tanner is fixated. Marlowe is pissed off.

“You sure you don’t want that Hoax guy’s info? He could help with your, uh, public image.” Georgia puts her hat back on, and I start to see my own thoughts being written out. How am I supposed to handle this curse if my coven won’t let me handle it?

“Crap.” I say that out loud, and Brooks sighs.

“Again, not unexpected, Kate.” He turns to Georgia, like he’s not concerned with my escape plans. “If we want this problem to go away, we need to convince people we’re not threats.” Brooks considers this for a moment, the eyes on his hat blinking. “We need to neuter ourselves in the public eye.”

“What about the sex tape?” Tacy asks the question, not me. She cringes like she’s sorry for bringing it up, but I can only assume there’s a reason behind that. “Sorry. Jared was just telling me that all of his friends have been sharing it around and watching—”

“We’ll deal with it,” Brooks snaps, reaching up to flick the brim of his hat out of the way. “Instead of meeting at the cafe for breakfast, come to our place. We’ll begin lessons then.”

“Cafe first and then back to your house for lessons, got it,” Georgia replies, and the two Southwoods stare one another down.

“Cafe, Brooks. It’s tradition.” I turn to him, and I clasp my hands together. I’m not really asking. I’m going whether he likes it or not, but I have a feeling he’s going to be soft on me. All three of them. I think I can cute-Kate my way into whatever I want right now.

Brooks closes all of his hat’s eyes and then sighs, looking down at me with a slight smile.

“I’ll cook for everyone, a nice big breakfast. Compromise with me.”

I turn back to Georgia, but all I can think about is what Tanner said to me, about a challenge. Me versus Brooks. Me versus him. Me versus Marlowe. It’s the most important game I’ve ever played.

“Meet at our place?” I ask with wide, innocent eyes. “He’ll make you whatever you want.”

“I’d like Bananas Foster Belgian waffles,” Georgia says, like she’s picking the most difficult breakfast item she knows.

“Carrot muffins for me.” Tacy raises her hand as she offers her suggestion. “Hold the semen.”

“Shakshuka,” Fernanda offers, and then laughs. What the fuck is shakshuka? I wonder, but Brooks is unfazed. “Sorry, is that too much?”

“Sweet potato hash with kale and eggs, over easy for me.” Talia nods her head as she steps close to join our circle of eight. Our collective shadows crawl across the walls and ceiling, vying for space. Darkening the otherwise bright room.

“Done.” Brooks snaps his fingers and the front door unlocks and then swings open. Our shadows rush out, getting stuck in a black diaphanous mass before wedging their dark bulk out into the sunshine, clawed limbs flailing.

He strides for the door like he expects the rest of his coven to follow.

We do.

“Is this really going to be a weekly meet-up?” Marlowe asks from my right side, tossing a little lip curl over his shoulder. Talia flips him off, and he returns the favor. I can tell he grew up with sisters.

“It is. Maybe we can sneak weekly meet-ups with your sisters and parents in there, too? Go for dinner with Miriam and Dennis once every other month.”

“I love how jealous you are. Keep telling me all about it.” Marlowe winks at me, walking quickly past me but laughing as he goes. I try to kick him, but I’m unsuccessful.

We head down the steps in the direction of our truck, and I pause, turning to look up at the beautiful house I painted. Gull feather white for the trim. Foggy bay blue for the siding. Sea-and-forest, this gorgeous navy on the entry gable. The beige parts are a shade called sandy bottom. And then there’s the green on the fine details, like the handrails, a green that’s locally made and titled Witchwood.

The last house I ever finished on my own, and it looks beautiful. I’m capable of great things, even by myself.

“I don’t know if I like the word neuter, personally,” Tanner says as he opens my door for me. He gives a low whistle to Flick, and the dog pauses, letting me climb into the truck first before he joins me. Okay, yeah, Tanner is doing a much better job training him than I did.

“Ask Flick: he knows all about neutering.” I shrug as Tanner slides into the back seat with me and the dog, Marlowe takes the wheel, and Brooks occupies the front passenger seat.

“Sweetheart, you like my balls more than I do. Neuter should scare the living hell out of you, too.” Tanner folds his hands together behind his head while I toss an arm around my dog’s shoulders and give him a hug.

He’s not wrong. I have no defense for that.

We stop at Fresh Freeze for burgers and fries, that slick silver and red diner that hasn’t changed since Brooks’ time, and then we take it home and relax.

The next day, we break the internet.
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Kate

Marlowe is leaning against the wall, his shirt rucked up and held between his teeth. He’s showing off his abs, one single nipple exposed. He’s posed with his knee bent, bare foot flat against the wall. His dark hair is wet and piece-y and splayed across his pale forehead.

His eyes are on the camera.

I’m fucking struck standing here and watching this. I choke a little and shift with discomfort from one foot to the other. See, when Brooks said the word neuter, I assumed that meant we’d be lying low, going into hiding or something.

Time and space could clear the accusations against us, right?

But that’s not how Brooks thinks. This motherfucker from 1955 believes he knows more about social media than I do. Instead of running for the shadows, Brooks is dragging our coven into the spotlight by making thirst trap accounts and convincing people to fall in love with us.

It’s already working.

Using the same accounts that Marlowe set up on social media to attack comment trolls, we’ve reached two million followers and climbing. Six pictures and two videos in, Marlowe Waverley is the hottest thing ever.

The Witchwood Boys are still trending, but not for murder. For … Marlowe adjusting his pose at Tanner’s instruction, releasing the shirt from between his teeth and taking it off completely. He closes his eyes and runs both hands over his hair. Cracks a single lid. Offers a feisty snarl with a single pointed canine exposed.

Lo posting hot photos of himself online is bad enough.

But hot photos of myself? It’s not too late to take off running, proximity bonds be damned. If I’m going to have to leave my coven eventually, shouldn’t I do it before making an ass out of myself on the internet?

I have no chill, and I’m absolutely certain that my poses will lack the utterly devastating self-confidence and charm of our Westwoods. This son of a bitch. He’s enjoying this spell way too much.

Brooks is taking the photos with my phone, and he’s weirdly good at it for an old man.

“Chin up, shoulders back,” Tanner suggests, his attention split between the boudoir shoot taking place in our living room and me. Like always, I’m being watched, but he doesn’t need to worry. I’m glued to the spot, mesmerized by the performance as much as anyone else.

The grandfather clock is on Lo’s right, and a stuffed bat is on the wall above his head. I, um, had that bat before all of this. Like, I owned a stuffed bat and hung it on the wall in my grandmother’s living room only after she died. She hated it so much, thought it was creepy.

Looks sexy now, setting the scene with the old trim and the old clock and the taxidermy bat. Marlowe is half naked, using his thumbs to drag his pants even lower in the front at Tanner’s command. There’s a lot on display, and I feel stabby for absolutely no reason at all.

I’m not jealous. I don’t care. It’s just for a spell.

“How many of these photos do you think we need? One was honestly more than enough.” I step closer to Brooks, but only his hat looks at me. He continues shooting, and Tanner never stops posing Marlowe like a doll. He even touches him, and Lo allows it.

“What’s the matter, Kate?” Marlowe asks, edging those pants down so that they straddle the line between social media and porn. I’m going to kill him. “Don’t like others seeing what belongs to you?”

I fold my arms and lift my chin, unashamed.

“Yes. Exactly that. I’m annoyed. I don’t want the Internet to know a goddamn thing about my coven. They can hop in that stupid tree and round up their own witch bastards. I did the work, and you’re my rewards. Do you understand me?”

All three of them ignore me, and I swear they’re aiming to die.

Marlowe cups his chin in a cheeky little pose, one corner of his lip quirked up. Tanner brushes hair off Lo’s forehead, clearing his bangs from his eyes for the next shot. Brooks is recording the entire scene. They know exactly what they’re doing here. All three of them are stupidly good at this, and it’s gross.

“I can still eat you, you know? Any time I want. Tear this clit ring out and gobble you assholes up. Being a supernatural knockout doesn’t make you immune to dying, remember? I’ve seen it.”

It’s a dark joke, but they love it. That got their attention.

“Believe me: I don’t like this any more than you do, Kate.” Brooks gets down on one knee, taking this gorgeous low-angle shot of Marlowe’s Witchwoods-honed body. Posting it. No hashtags needed. No description either. It’ll go viral anyway.

Neither Marlowe nor Tanner says anything about disliking today’s photo shoot. Bet ya that Tanner’s foaming at the mouth for his own turn behind the camera. That man knows what he looks like and isn’t afraid to wield his face and body as weapons.

I try and fail to hide a smile.

“Is this a problem, Kate?” Marlowe asks, sliding his finger into his mouth and staring hard at the camera as he sucks it. Slides it out. Wraps his tongue around it. His shadow wings stretch wide on either side of him.

Oh.

“Can you stop?” I pick up a pillow from the couch and toss it at him, but all he does is catch it and then press it against his taut tummy like a prop.

Ebon swoops into the room to perch on my shoulder, and I offer her a bite from our tray of snacks. We’ve got cheese. Fruit. Meat. Lots and lots of meat. Raw meat, too. That’s what she chooses, a bloody hunk of venison.

Once I’ve fed the crow, I’m forced to offer up treats to both Flick and Stix. They’re just too cute, and I’m too weak to resist (even if Stix is a literal demon).

This is what happily ever would’ve looked like for me, huh?

Once I realize that, once I feel it in my bones, they all start to bleed. Red drips from one of Lo’s nostrils and then the other. The crimson drops hit his chest and rolls down, but Brooks never stops shooting. He takes a ton of pics while they’re all bleeding, and he posts one while I stand stone-still, trying to get my emotions under control.

Accepting the inevitable: I do not get to keep nice days like this.

“It’s okay, Kate. It’s okay to be sad,” Brooks murmurs, still not looking at me. “Breaking the curse isn’t your responsibility; it’s mine.”

I want to argue with him, but Tanner snags me from behind, startling Ebon. The bird ruffles her feathers at him before hopping onto the grandfather clock and adding her expertise to the photography session.

“I’m not sad,” I protest, but the men have stopped bleeding because Tanner is right: I am a liar.

The curse is mine, and I know exactly how to break it.

My jaw drops when Lo uses his shirt to clean his face of blood—and then takes his pants off.

“No.” I put myself between Marlowe and the phone in Brooks’ hand. South cocks a rude brow at me, his swoop of black bang charmingly curled across his forehead. “No underwear shots.”

“Would you ever believe that someone who posts an underwear ad is capable of murder?” Brooks asks me this stupid question, and it helps push back my fear of the unknown. Tomorrow doesn’t matter. Today does.

“Yes, Brooks. I one-hundred-percent believe someone who posts pictures of himself covered in blood is capable of murder. Delete that one.” I tap at the screen, and Brooks stops the recording.

“We have enough of him anyway. You’re free to go, Marlowe.” Brooks waves him along and Lo sags against the wall like he’s gone limp, tilting his head back against it.

Marlowe’s mouth is tight and angry, eyes closed. I pick his hat up off the couch, smoothing my finger over the messy patch on the brim. I’m pretty shaky with a needle and thread. My stitches are big, rough X’s in a loopy gray thread.

Without even opening his eyes, Marlowe reaches out and takes the hat, but doesn’t put it on just yet. The entire thing is covered in the silky orange petals of California poppies.

“Get really fucking angry.” He opens his dark eyes to stare at me, and he’s dead serious. Marlowe stands up straight and tosses his hat onto his head. The poppies sway with the motion, a blotch of color against all that darkness. His shadow wings curl over him, like a stone gargoyle. “Tell me how jealous you are, how much you hated that. I want to see you seethe over the thought of another woman looking at me.”

My lips twitch.

“Alright, fuck. Fine.” I reach up and grab onto my hat brim with both hands, dragging it down on either side of my face. “I’m jealous,” I admit with a laugh, letting my head fall back. “I’m so jealous, and please tell me this is only part of the plan. You said we could spell online content so that anyone who watches it will forget it exists after. Right?”

“Yes, I did,” Brooks admits from somewhere behind me, posting another batch of pictures like he wasn’t born a hundred years ago. “And we’ll get there. This is part of a much bigger spell, as always.”

I play with my ring as Tanner watches me with sharpening interest.

“How about some couple pictures?” he wonders aloud, standing up from his spot on the couch arm. He puts his hands on the curves of my waist and turns us, gently pushing my back against the wall. He lays his palm above my head and leans down. I look up and our hat brims crinkle together.

“Right there,” Tanner tells me in a gruff voice, and Brooks goes nuts with the camera. Tanner sneaks his right hand up, curling my black and orange braid around his fist as we stare at each other.

He holds me with that careful possession of his, wanting me to stay. Knowing that I want to stay. But also prepared to stop me if I try to run.

“Thanks, beautiful.” Tanner uses his grip on my pelvis to move me to the side. And then he starts to pose, and it’s devastating.

Marlowe likes attention and enjoys being handsome. Tanner … has a lot of practice at making himself look as appetizing as possible.

“Oh fuck, I’m dead.” I stand next to Brooks and watch my East weave his fingers in his gold and black hair, tousling waves for the camera. Winking. Smirking. Licking his lips. Biting the corner of his mouth. Unbuttoning his jeans. Taking off his shirt.

Tanner presses his thumb against the corner of his mouth, sticking his tongue out just a little and eye-fucking the shit out of that camera. He looks like an untamed creature that’s wandered in from the woods. No wonder I questioned whether the guys were human when I first met them.

“Pose with the bow.” Marlowe hands it over and Tanner takes it with a little grin and a wink.

“Thanks, kid,” he says, which makes Marlowe scowl.

“Fuckin’ cute, man,” he growls back, and Tanner laughs. Marlowe smiles a little. He smiles. He fucking smiles, and I’m not going to get to stick around and see how much cuter he gets as time goes by? What the actual fuck?

“It’s okay to be sad, Kate,” Brooks repeats, squatting down to take another photo. He aims the camera up the length of Tanner’s perfect, bronze body. He was pale before. Guess all the time we spent in the sun painting the Pink Lady warmed him up.

“Thank you for agreeing to teach Georgia and the girls.” I look over at Brooks, so I don’t have to see Tanner having sex with his audience. I’m worked up enough as it is. Tanner left burning handprints all over my skin.

Brooks snaps several more photos as Marlowe moves up to stand beside me, holding our evil cat in his arms. He put his shirt back on. I appreciate that.

“You’re very welcome,” Brooks answers finally. “Without your friends, we would’ve struggled a lot more than we did. Even now, they’re my fail-safe plan. My last resort.” He hands the phone over to Tanner, and they trade places.

Brooks is now the model.

He sighs and closes his eyes, slowly and meticulously unbuttoning his flannel shirt with one hand while the other hangs loose by his side. His hand is clenched into a fist, giving away his discomfort, but the motion also causes the tendons in his forearm to stand out. He has his sleeves pushed to his elbows, fingers deftly flicking button after button.

There’s a white undershirt underneath, one that has bloodstains from his earlier nosebleed. Brooks drags it up a bit to reveal his navel, the eyes on his hat as hooded as the ones on his face. He looks like he wants to kill his audience, glaring at the phone as Tanner takes the pictures.

“God, what a nightmare,” Brooks mumbles, and then he hooks this punishing smile that makes me want to bend over for him. Shadow antlers on the walls and ceiling. His black leather hat wrinkled and ugly and covered in fresh charms.

He lazily unbuttons his pants, making the room hotter, wetter, dirtier. He doesn’t have anything underneath that denim, and it’s blatantly obvious.

Brooks stops just short of revealing his dick.

“Hate to tell you,” he says after allowing Tanner to post dozens of his own photos. “But we need a few more from you, Kate.”

“Me? Fuck.” I was in the middle of biting into another cock cookie. Brooks takes the extra from my fingers and swings us around, so that I’m in front of the wall and he’s behind the camera again.

I stand there awkwardly with no fucking idea what to do.

“I don’t …” I start, but then Tanner is right there, reaching out and taking my chin in his fingers.

“Don’t stress. I’ll pose you, beautiful.” He tilts my chin just so, using his thumb to part my lips. He traces the curve of my lower as my heart races, and my mouth fills at the slight taste of him on my skin. I wet my lips to draw in more of Tanner’s essence, and he smiles at me.

He adjusts my head with his inked hand. Fiddles with my hat. Brushes my hair back. Breathes warm against my skin. My legs are nudged apart with his knee. My t-shirt is pushed up and over my breasts.

I realize as I stand there that I’m wearing the paint-splattered jeans I slipped into when I first got up. An old tee. Nothing special. My bra is cute though. A pink lace one that I bought in secret that day we visited the Arcata Plaza with the girls.

Tanner molds my body into something pliant and wanting and sexy, thumbing my nipples through the lace of my bra.

“There we go.” He steps back and Brooks takes plenty of pictures. Some video, too, I believe. Ugh. I’m leaned back against the wall, half-collapsed.

Marlowe is next to step in and pose me. He’s a little more forceful, and a little more obvious. Tanner always looks pleasantly and mildly hot for me. Marlowe pushes back his desire, and then lets it flow hot and dangerous like this at times.

“You’re so goddamn beautiful, Kate,” he says, just off the cuff like that. Sort of scowls as he says it, like it’s an inconvenience or something, but I doubt that’s what he’s really thinking.

“Most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?” I tease, and he scoffs.

“Without a doubt. Easy question.” Marlowe turns my head to the side and then takes my hat off, ruffles up my hair as my hat licks him in protest. Affection. Lust. Nerves.

“She only needs a few, right?” Tanner crosses his arms as he studies me with a frown, like he wasn’t posing me himself a few minutes prior. “I’d rather we did more and Kate did less.”

“And that’s fair, how?” I wonder, shifting my feathered wings behind me. Too bad they can’t be seen by most people. I like them, even if I had to cut the back of my t-shirt out this morning to fit into it. “I can pull my own weight.”

“You’re not being gawked at any more than necessary,” Brooks says in that authoritative deadpan of his that I’ve come to realize is humor. “Or … do you want to have more half-naked photos of yourself on the internet? If that gets you off, Kate, then I’ll agree to it.”

“If it gets me off, huh?” I jerk my shirt back down to cover my bra, and Tanner gives me a look.

“Hey.” His voice is sober, too serious for the fading sunshine. “You hungry, Kate?”

The three of them go still, waiting.

“Yeah, I … I’m starving.”

Tanner takes the bow he posed with online and walks outside to kill something for me. Wonder what it’ll be this time. A brown deer? Something with two heads?

I stand on the deck, waiting for him as Brooks waves his hand, lighting candles in every window of the house all at once.

“This spell requires seven straight days of fucking. Eat up and prepare yourself for that.” He pats me on the shoulder and returns to the fridge to start prepping dinner.

It’s just me and Marlowe there for a few seconds. Tanner squats in the grass maybe ten or twelve feet in front of us, careful not to get too far away, and lifts his bow. His eyes scan the woods and the ears on his hat turn in time with something moving through the trees.

“We’ll take care of this for you,” Marlowe says, using his foot to play with a pumpkin that’s sitting on our deck, just waiting to be carved. “You’ve seen what I’m willing to do to get things done. I swallowed cum for you, Kate.”

If that’s not a declaration of true love, then what is?

“I can’t wait to meet my in-laws,” I tell him, turning over my shoulder to look his way. We spend plenty of time having sex, but these guys are good company, too. I got very lucky. Lo scrubs at his bloody nose, frowning when his phone rings.

“Again? Why can’t anybody ever leave us—” He stops talking as he stares at the screen, like maybe he recognizes the number. “Well, speak of the devil, huh?” Lo gives me a look as he answers, his dark eyes on mine. “Mom?”

There’s a long, strange pause.

Marlowe purses his lips, still staring at me. His hat is covered in glistening spiderwebs, dewy and fresh. One single daisy sprouts from the cone.

“Yeah, no shit. Glad you got your DNA tests back. Doesn’t mean I’ll come running.” He stops talking again and then, in a move I did not see coming, he hands the phone out to me.

I fumble as I take it, quickly putting it up to my ear. Tanner releases the string on his bow, striking something in the woods. The animal screams, and Elizabeth Waverley’s voice cuts off abruptly at the sound of it. Pretty sure she was saying something about us coming over to her place for dinner.

“Hello?” I ask, wondering how I should explain away the sound of a dying creature in my backyard. “Sorry, we were just watching a … documentary.”

“Kate.” Elizabeth says my name the way Miriam did, like she can’t quite come to terms with the idea that her missing loved one came home with a partner in tow. Twenty years missing. Ageless. Married. My presence makes it all weirder. Tanner and Brooks, the weirdest.

We can’t go to dinner at the Waverley’s place unless we all go.

“When?” I ask, before she can come up with anything else to say. “When do you want us to come over?”

Marlowe seems surprised that I’d offer that eagerly, but then, he’s the one that gave me the phone.

“As soon as possible,” Elizabeth whispers back. “Whenever. Now.”

Tanner joins us on the deck, dragging a dead … thing behind him. It’s hideous, like a horse-sized goat with a too-big head. Tiny horns. Huge udders. I do not want to eat that. I’d rather gobble up another pedo.

I put a hand over my mouth to stifle a gag.

“Don’t spoil your dinner, Kate,” Brooks teases from behind me, a delicious smell wafting out of the kitchen. Tanner wipes his bloody hands on his jeans and pulls out a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket.

“Last two,” he says, offering one out to Marlowe. I slap the pack out of his hand like it’s nothing, and he struggles to contain his laughter. Lo is too nervous about his mom being on the phone to react, rubbing a hand over his mouth as he waits for me to finish.

“Are you still there?” Elizabeth asks, making me wonder how much of that she just overheard.

“Tonight won’t work,” I admit, staring down at the arrow in the throat of the dead Witchwoods goat. I lick my lips, and my stomach growls like I haven’t been eating continuously all damn day. “How about Friday? And … you might want to set four places for our family. We travel in a pack.”

I hang up.

I don’t remember much else until after the goat’s body is gone, and the mens’ stolen cigarettes have turned to ash.
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Kate

The Witchwood Boys are doing more than just trending. They’ve infested every corner of the internet. There is no culture without them on this rainy, foggy Eureka morning. I’m scrolling around on my phone, trying to see if we’re getting less popular yet.

“We have a lot of fucking to do to complete that spell, Kate.” Brooks puts a plate of crepes in front of me, and my mouth drops open. His crepes are perfect. Not a single rip or tear in the thin pancakes. He’s folded them into easily eatable little triangles. One is stuffed with sweet things, and the other is savory. “It won’t have worked yet.”

“Our sex tape got hardly any new views last night.” Marlowe is holding his crepe in one hand, scrolling with the other. Chewing lazily. He lifts his eyes to me and looks a little like he wants to die. “Seems like it’s working fine.”

Tanner plates his own breakfast, leaned up against the counter in a pair of sweatpants and no shirt. The dog gazes into his eyes like he worships the man.

“Yes, but eventually the spell is supposed to make all of our online shit invisible. Right?” I pick up the dessert crepe first and take a bite.

I’ll just say this: it tastes better than it smells, and it smells like actual heaven. Though it does nothing to stifle that other hunger. A need for flesh. More than that: a need to tear through the world until there’s nothing left.

I stop eating and stare at the crepe in my hands, at the bit of strawberry and banana peeking from the top. The smear of chocolate-hazelnut spread. My mouth waters, but I need to say this next bit before I lose my nerve.

“On the night of the new moon, I’ll put my hand in the Witch’s Tree.” I exhale, proud of myself for having gotten that out. “If the gate still works, that is. If it doesn’t, and I sing the world to sleep—”

“You can go in the tree, but you aren’t going in by yourself, kitten.” Tanner takes a seat in his chair and shrugs his shoulders. He kicks his feet out beneath the table, one foot touching mine. We look at each other, and I realize this is going to be a serious fight.

I cannot let the men win this one.

“Yes, I am. I’m the Hag Wytch, Tanner. The more that moon shrinks, the more I can feel it. These awful rings won’t protect us on a new moon night. I need to go into those woods, and I need to hunt. You three need to be on the other side of a strong barrier.”

“Oh, really?” Brooks asks, and he’s as mean as I’ve ever heard him. He grabs onto the legs of my chair with his ankles and drags me in close, so he can peer at me from across the surface of the table. I’m ready to poke him in the giant eye on his hat so I can take off running.

“Do this, or I won’t be able to trust myself around you. I need to be in the Witchwoods during the new moon, and not here where I can eat you.” I’m adamant about this, setting my crepe down and wiping my hands off. I curl them into fists on either side of my plate as I glance over at Marlowe.

“You’ll talk, get stuck down there. We’ll have to come in and cast another spell to get out when all we should be worrying about is how to kill this curse.” Lo flicks his hand aggressively in my direction, proving that I was right. They’re going to fight me on this.

Wonderful.

Three against one.

“I’ll only stay for the duration of that one day. I’ll hunt and eat to my fill, and then, when I’m sentient and in control again, I’ll come back.” I try not to sound like I’m pleading. I’m not. This is how it’s going to be.

I’m the strongest party here. Physically. Magically. All I have to do is pull this clit piercing out, and it’s game over. I’ll be the Hag Wytch again. I can fight my way back to the tree, and burn it to the ground from the inside.

Whatever it takes to protect them.

“That’s a ridiculous presumption to go into the woods with, Kate.” Brooks is sneering as he sips his coffee, but I think he’s only that angry because he knows I’m right. “Do you need us to feed you humans? Is that it? Is that where you’re losing control?”

“It’s the moon, Brooks. I can feel it coming. I can’t fight the curse all at once. I have to let it out in fits and spurts or the pressure is too great. It builds.” I gesture at my chest, at the horrible feeling inside my bones. I get itchier and weirder as the days progress. The clit piercing hurts. It’s bleeding again.

I need to take it out, allow the curse to ruin me. Then maybe, just maybe, I can put it away again. I’m going the werewolf route here. One night a month, I can be a monster. The men can feed me. It could all work out, couldn’t it?

“Trust me enough to do this. I’m immortal. I can’t die. Putting me in that tree is nothing but a precaution, and you know it. I’ll come back in a day or two, and if I don’t, you can come in after me. But I can’t put the whole world to sleep a second time, especially when there’s a chance you three could get eaten as easily as anyone else.” I reach up to adjust my hat as Flick trots in and drops his ball into my palm. I throw it for him as the kitchen remains quiet. “Please don’t disrespect the choice I made, and the words I’m using to tell you what I want. I need to be in the Witchwoods during the moonless night. If we do that once a month, I can move forward with this. I can keep fighting for a permanent way to break the curse.”

Tanner exhales and closes his eyes because he knows this is me, doing my best not to run. I’m asking for help and explaining my needs. He’s trying to take that into account.

Brooks gets up and out of his chair like it’s on— Oh, wait. It is on fire. The chair burns as he stands there, cold and angry and thoughtful.

I look over at Marlowe, and he stares back at me like he can’t believe what he’s hearing.

“If you get stuck over there, we’re coming. You understand that, don’t you?” Lo asks, breathing a little too hard. I nod, and he turns away. None of them are looking at me right now. I keep sitting there, waiting. I sip my coffee. I throw the ball for the dog.

Brooks exhales sharply, and his chair collapses into a pile of ashes at his feet.

“Fine. You can go in the tree by yourself, but you’ll have forty-eight hours to come out or we go in there and kill ourselves trying to find you, to save you. Understood?” He takes exactly what I was hoping would happen, and turns it into an order. Typical.

I almost smile, but instead, I keep it somber and nod. Marlowe groans and puts his forehead on his folded arms. Tanner’s expression is icy. Serious. Annoyed. He looks up at me and then licks the scar that cuts into his lip.

“If being separated by a few miles hurt as bad as it did, what’s this going to feel like?” he asks, and I shy away from the horror of my imagination.

“And I thought swallowing jizz was the worst thing that’s happened thus far. Nice to know there’s more to look forward to.” Marlowe picks up his crepe and takes an angry bite.

“Do you think it’s a good idea for us to feed people into the tree?” Brooks asks me, entirely serious. He’ll do it, bring victims to his Hag Wytch wife. He’ll quite literally feed the world to his monster.

“I’m not sure. Maybe. Yeah.” I stop talking as Marlowe reaches up to tug at the edges of his hat brim. His teeth are gritted, and he looks like he’s close to having a total break.

“And you want us to have dinner at my parents’ place next week?” He peers at me with a heavy dose of skepticism. “Are you okay to do that, Kate? If we need to postpone it or even cancel it—”

“I want to go.” I wave my hand dismissively. I am not missing out on meeting the Waverleys properly. Hell no. Ridiculous. “Besides, I’m sure all the sex we’ll have between now and then will keep me safely away from cannibalism.”

Marlowe slams his elbow on the table and leans in toward me, like he’s suspicious.

“If you need to eat someone during that dinner thing, Miriam and Dennis are okay. As a last resort, my dad. But leave my mom and sisters out of it if you can.”

“Hah.” I take another bite of my crepe, but it’s not a bad joke. I’m smiling again, and Tanner is experiencing a nosebleed. Ugh. It’s getting worse for sure.

This spell, it’s not going to hold much longer.

“Wait. Miriam and Dennis are invited to this thing?” Tanner is annoyed, opening one of the kitchen drawers and withdrawing the leather falconry glove he stole off his father’s corpse. “I’m not sure that I’m okay with that.”

“Nobody said anything to me, but if I know my parents—” Marlowe stops talking, like he’s just realized what he said. “Hell, maybe I don’t know them anymore? But if I do, they’ll invite Miriam and Dennis even though I texted and asked them not to. Wait until they learn the truth.”

“We’re going to tell them everything?” Brooks asks, swirling his finger in a circle and reassembling his chair from the ashes. Fuuuuck. That’s some magic right there.

“Everything,” Marlowe agrees as Tanner whistles sharply, drawing Ebon through the open back door. She hits the glove hard when she comes in for a landing, dropping a dead … oh, it’s a forest spirit … on the floor.

“Hmm.” Tanner bends down to pick it up, studying the headless creature in his hand. He chucks it out the back door, and the toad from yesterday comes forward to eat it, swallowing the body whole. Ebon caws and spreads her wings, flapping them in frustration. “Hey, Brooks, I don’t like that toad. Bad feeling about it.”

“Kill it,” Brooks says, closing all of his eyes as he sips his coffee, black shadow antlers wicked and ugly above his head.

Tanner slips outside to hunt the toad, but he never does find it.

Bad vibes indeed. A solid red eye with a square pupil.

My hat steals a bite of my crepe, and I lift my coffee to my lips. Eh. Fuck that stupid toad.

What’s more frightening than the curse I’ve already cast on myself?
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“Okay, so what does your mom like?” I ask Marlowe, hands on my hips as I stare at the eclectic display of local wines on the shelf in front of me. Names like Esoteric Shark and The Queen of Salt and Fog. I pick up a white with that name, studying the colorful art on the label.

We’re at the co-op because I have the sense that my new in-laws are expensive local wine people. I just need my new husband to tell me if my mother-in-law likes red or white. She’s the one I have to please. I have the sense that Marlowe’s dad will agree with whatever opinion his wife has of me.

“Shit, I have no idea.” Marlowe has his knee cocked, fingers ruffling up his hair. He’s holding his hat with his right hand, arm extended away from his body to keep the stinging nettles that’ve just sprouted on the brim away from us. These are no normal nettles: they’re Witchwoods nettles, and they fucking hissed at me. The plants have mouths with angry teeth. “I want to say she’s into chardonnay, but I can’t remember now.”

He goes pale, lips dropping into a neutral shape, eyes going sharp and far away.

I snap my fingers in front of his face, and he breaks right out of it. If I’m not around, who will do that for him? Can Brooks? Can Tanner someday be that close to him? I want that so bad for them. So, so bad. I’m trying to nurture those growing buds as much as I can.

“Why don’t we buy one of everything? Bring it all. She can pick her favorite, and we’ll make a party out of the rest.” Tanner snatches a pinot with a cat on the label and sets it in the cart. He grabs a few reds, too. I pocket the chardonnay with the crown design.

Brooks leans over the cart, searching the store with his plethora of eyes. We’re standing near a display of banana slug stuffies, postcards featuring the redwoods, and magnets that say Humboldt County. Beside that, there’s a stack of clear cases filled with bagels from my favorite place in Old Town.

“Why do we need to bring a gift at all? You brought their son back, Kate. How could his parents not fall in love with you?” Brooks smiles tightly at me as he asks, and I gnaw on my lip.

“What would your parents have thought of me?” I ask, and it’s a weirdly intimate question to bring up in public. Thank God we made that extra batch of cumcakes this morning. Pink ones, strawberry flavored with whipped cream frosting. Seriously, whipped cream. The witch semen is only in the cake part. Anyway, our glamour is working perfectly.

Still waiting for this spell to kick in and start limiting our online popularity though. I’ve seen people walk by with Marlowe on their phone screens. Tanner. Brooks. Fortunately, none with me. Just some comments about how I’m not nearly attractive enough to have such hot company. Cute, Internet. Real cute.

“My parents would’ve liked you, provided they didn’t know about this arrangement.” Brooks twirls a finger to indicate the other men. I adjust my cloaking cloak to ensure my wings are still hidden while Marlowe loads wine into the cart and Tanner helps him.

We can’t afford this, so I guess we’re using magic to steal it. Not sure we’ll ever get paid for the Pink Lady, but we did inadvertently get our employer murdered. And then I ate her corpse.

Yeah, also that.

“If they’d known?” I prompt as Marlowe and Tanner both pause on either side of me, the cart in front of us, like a private gathering in a grocery store aisle.

“They’d have been angry, but they’d have been polite. A little icy. A bit distant.” Brooks shrugs one big shoulder. “But not my sister. You got to see that for yourself.”

“If my sisters reject me, I’ll fucking lose it,” Lo admits, and then I see him try to catch himself. He’s more worried about the curse situation than this, but if I weren’t actively turning into a were-owl-god, this would be the biggest issue in his life. “But I don’t think they will. I’m … confident, I guess.”

Marlowe tosses his hat into the cart so he doesn’t have hissing nettles near his face.

We walk down another aisle, this one filled with goat milk soap and wooden scrubbers made of hemp.

“What about you, Tanner? What would your dad’s reaction to me have been?” I ask, clasping my hands together behind my back as my hat gobbles up a few stray cosmetics here and there. Fortunately, they’re all local stuff, too, made of beeswax and essential oils. I’ve tasted worse.

“I never would’ve introduced you to him,” Tanner tells me, ears swiveling on his head as he takes in the busy market. He doesn’t like it in places like this. Maybe he would’ve liked living in a Hag-free Witchwoods? He’s built for that sort of brutal environment. “He would’ve tried to fuck you or kill you or both things. Who knows about my mom since he killed her when I was young.”

“Well, then I have good news for you,” Marlowe mumbles from behind him, picking up a soap to sniff it. He scowls, but then adds it to the cart. “I’ve always wanted a relationship where I could spend a lot of time with my family. I know Kate loves that shit, but if you want to inherit a family, this is your opportunity, too.”

Tanner stops walking, and Marlowe runs into his back. Their shadows tangle together on the ceiling above them as Tanner turns around, his hat brim hitting Marlowe in the forehead. That’s how close they’re standing.

“Are you inviting me to join your family?” Tanner asks, like he can’t believe what he’s hearing. Neither can I. I’m fucking stunned.

“We can’t be physically apart from each other. It’d be way easier if you got along with them.” Marlowe is serious, cold and quiet. Brooks smiles and looks away, studying the items on the shelf beside him.

“See?” he tells me, and there’s a smugness in his voice that’s already annoying. “This is why the Hag Wytch was cursed for so long. She didn’t have a coven that was good enough. You do.”

Brooks is glowing, and I realize that I am, too. Tanner. Marlowe. We’re all glowing and throwing sharp black shadows over the aisles and the other shoppers. Four little demon monsters skipping in a circle around us, exaggerated and unsettling.

People avoid our aisle entirely, and that’s not a side-effect of the glamour spell. Normally, they bump right into us before realizing that we exist. No, this time, I think they sense something off-key near the personal hygiene section.

“Well then.” Tanner looks away, flattening his wolf ears. Marlowe shifts, too, like he’s a little uncomfortable with the situation. They remind me of two boys meeting for the first time in the schoolyard.

“Just don’t spell anybody without asking.” Marlowe adds several bottles of lube to the cart, and I pretend not to notice.

“I won’t spell anyone unless I have to,” Brooks supplies, and I sigh as we continue down the aisle toward the cashier. We pick the cash only line that says fifteen items or less, and we have neither cash nor less than fifteen items. Nobody notices because of the glamour.

The cashier also doesn’t notice that she rings us up, and we only hand her twenty dollars. She gives us a receipt and into the parking lot we go. I can hear the ocean, and the late afternoon air tastes like an incoming storm. I love storms over the sea. There’s so much energy, like being plugged into the universe.

Marlowe collects his hat when it grows sea grass, yanking it onto his head and pausing in the parking lot to look up at the moon.

Or what’s left of it.

Just a tiny sliver in a navy-orange sky. The trees jut up into the horizon, further cutting the light of the sinking sun.

Sun and moon in one sky.

Not much longer now.

We load the groceries into the truck, climb into the cab, and head for Marlowe Waverley’s childhood home.
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Marlowe

I’m freaking the fuck out.

I’m panicking.

All I really care about is saving Kate, but we’re working on it. Brooks has us headed in the right direction, and I’m fucking confident we’ll get that solved. So I care more about that, but I care about this, too, and I can’t breathe.

This is the reason I dragged Kate down into hell with me. Because I wanted this more than I cared if she suffered. That’s the reality of it. I assaulted her in order to find myself in this exact place.

There’s the sound of a car pulling into the driveway, and I look over to see—

“Christ.” I close my eyes and grit my teeth. We’re standing on my parents’ front porch. I haven’t knocked yet, but Miriam and Dennis have just shown up and are climbing out of their car. It’s nice, too, a Lexus or something.

“Hey there,” Miriam calls out as Dennis wrinkles his nose. I ignore them both, but Tanner mumbles something disparaging that’s clearly meant to be heard. Love it.

I look back at the door, drop my eyes to the handle.

“Whatever you need, I’m here,” Kate whispers, putting her hand on my arm. She’s sweet as hell, and comforting. Soft. I’m goddamn obsessed with her. I sneer at my own cowardice and reach down, grabbing her hand with one of mine, and the door handle with the other.

I press the latch on the underside, worn smooth with time but brand-new when I left. Fuck. I open the door and step into the foyer of a house that hasn’t changed that much over the years.

Twenty years.

It’s been twenty fucking years since I set foot in this home, but it feels like it’s been ten months.

I look over at Kate, wisteria growing from my hat. Thick, twisted branches and bright purple flowers. I push them out of my way to see her better.

My wife stares up at me from under the brim of her too big hat with the sharp teeth. Her smile is concerned, but hopeful. She has a right to see that it was worth it, all of this shit that was dumped on her that she didn’t deserve. I brought her so much trauma that it’s time to show her so much joy.

The cloak of shadows swirls on her shoulders, keeping her wings tucked away so that she doesn’t hit anyone or break anything with appendages that nobody else can see. Her hair is loose around her shoulders, and she reaches up like she might take off her hat.

“No.” I put my hand on her arm. It was my idea to wear the hats here. Brooks offered for us to leave them in the truck, but it’s not realistic that my parents will see me often without the hat. We can take them off in a minute, but I need them to get used to this.

I look up at the sound of footsteps, Tanner and Brooks holding the line behind me. I like the support at my back more than I thought I would. Also, having them there has kept Miriam and Dennis outside and away from a moment I don’t need them to be a part of.

My mom appears first, hands twisted together in front of her. She’s shaking, and clearly, she’s been crying. I’m breathing hard, but I don’t move. It’d be easy to fall into old habits, scoop her up in my arms for a hug, but I can’t do that yet.

“Lo, I’m sorry I had to wait until after we got the tests back.” She reaches up to rub at her eyes, two decades older than when I last saw her, but easily recognizable. Then there’s me, the same age as I was in the photo on the wall to my right. I haven’t grown any older, but I’ve changed a hell of a lot.

Bigger, darker, broken.

My mother has never seen the broken version of me, and I don’t know how well she’ll be able to handle it.

“Come in. They’re all waiting.” She turns and takes off down the hall, like she’s trying to pull herself together as she walks.

“We locked ‘em out,” Tanner says, putting his hand on my shoulder. “Do you want Miriam and Dennis here or should we spell them to fuck off?”

“Let them in,” Kate offers, making the choice for me. She knows that they hurt me and that I’ll never trust them again, but she also knows that they’re my childhood friends. I’m not sure what to do, and she fills that in for me. “Then when Marlowe tells his story, we can watch them struggle to explain how they didn’t help him or even tell others so they could help him instead.”

“I’m glad they didn’t,” I say without meaning to. “Ultimately, it was better that nobody followed me down there. Can I be glad about that and hate them at the same time? Because that’s where I’m at.”

“Of course you can.” Kate rubs her thumb over my hand, and I realize that I’m still holding it. Clinging to it, more like. Blood and gore and combat, I can handle all of that. Emotional shit? It’s still a struggle, but Kate makes that struggle a little easier on me.

“You’re allowed in, but don’t piss me off,” Brook says when he cracks the door, leaving it open for Miriam and Dennis. “Wait five minutes before you follow us.”

Satisfied that he’s handling it, I drag Kate down the hall to the family room.

My dad’s in the corner near a bookshelf, and my sisters are … my sisters …

Three dark-haired women stand in the center of the room, all of them turning as I enter with Kate. We pause together in the doorway, Tanner and Brooks behind us, blocking the hall.

My mom makes her way over to my dad, getting close to him and then turning to face us. He puts his arm around her, and we all just stand there. Dad has the proof he needs now, but he still looks unsure. It’ll be my mom that convinces him. Or Dale and Val, Dennis’ parents. I won’t be able to do it by myself.

Silence. My shadow wings cover the entire ceiling, but nobody notices.

“I have a question,” one of the women says, and I can’t fucking believe what I’m seeing. This is Brielle, my youngest sister. My parents had me in high school, and they struggled. They waited a while before having more kids. Brielle was eleven when I left. She’s a woman now.

“What is it?” I grind out, still scowling. I probably look like I’m on the verge of hurting somebody. None of these people, obviously. Maybe Dennis.

“The day before you disappeared, who painted the words go fuck yourself on our living room wall?” she asks, and I just stare at her. I scoff. I flick my tongue against a slightly pointed canine and scowl some more. Kate reaches up to poke a finger against the corner of my mouth, and the anger breaks. I almost smile.

“I see. Instead of a DNA test, you’ll ask me a secret question and see if I can answer right?” I take my hat off and set it aside on the pool table. Kate takes hers off, too, and I collect it, stacking it on top of my own. I tousle my hair, and my mom makes a strange sound. “First off, it wasn’t the living room wall. It was on the outside of the garage door.” I look my sister right in the eye. “Also, it specifically said go fuck yourself, Marlowe. I was supposed to take you out for the day, and I cancelled at the last minute. You were pissed. I get it.”

There’s another disbelieving hiccup from the hallway behind us. Probably Miriam. But fuck her. I only care what my sisters think. Brielle considers my answer for a minute before exchanging looks with the other girls. They were thirteen and fifteen when I left. Now, both of them have kids, and here I am, a brother they barely remember.

I could be a good uncle though, couldn’t I? And when Kate gets pregnant, an even better dad.

“Lo.” Brielle’s eyes are dripping.

My mom falls to her knees, so I go to her. I hold out a hand and she looks up at me with an expression of true terror, like she’s afraid that this reunion won’t go right.

“I’m back,” I explain, as calmly as I can. My emotions are wild right now. “But I came back a little different.”

That’s a warning.

She takes my hand anyway and lets me pull her to her feet.

My mom puts her palms on either side of my face and looks deep into my eyes. I let her look all she wants. I have nothing to hide. She might hate me later, but I’m going to tell her everything. Fucking everything. Even what I did to Kate.

“Where have you been?” my mom asks, her voice muted in the uneasy quiet of the room. “What happened to you?”

It feels sacrilegious to say it, like I’m tainting this place with its essence. But I promised I would tell them the truth, so that’s what I’m going to do. Kate moves up to stand beside me, taking my hand again and curling our fingers together.

“The Witchwoods,” I answer in a reverent hush. The candles in the corner of the room snuff out, and the electricity flickers. Behind my wife, there’s the shadow of an owl. “I spoke, and the forest owned me.”

More strange silence.

“I don’t care where you were,” Sloane says. She’s the oldest of the three. Always a bossy brat. Now, here she is with a decade of extra life experience under her belt that I don’t have. “Or what you were doing. I only care that you came back.”

The other one, Reese, the sister who was attached to my hip in high school, says nothing. She’s crying, even if she won’t look at me. My mom is crying, too. Dad stays where he is, standoffish and reserved. The atmosphere is eager, but awkward. Earnest, but shy. It’ll take us some time to rebuild our relationships.

If I didn’t have a coven, this would be a lot harder to get through. I feel okay though.

I’m not angry.

Not with Tanner. Not with Brooks. Not even with the ‘Waverleys’ who stole my last name.

For the first time in such a long goddamn time, I’m not angry at all.

Blood drips onto my lips and I lick it off. Fucking nosebleeds.

“Let’s open the wine,” I suggest, taking the bottle from Kate’s hand and turning toward the dining room before anyone else can speak. “Might make this easier for you all to take in.”

“I want to see your childhood bedroom,” Kate whispers to me, and I get goose bumps. I tighten my hand against hers, digging my wedding ring into our fingers. Behind us, there are shadow antlers and double tails. If I let Kate uncover my history and my memories, I have to show Brooks and Tanner, too.

I’m glad they’re here with us. I hated them in the beginning, but I certainly don’t hate them now. Hate was not the thing that kept me going when all the lights went out, and the world was dark.

“I’ll take you guys up there,” I promise, still watching that bird-like shadow on the wall. “But it’s probably an exercise room or an office by now.”

As I tug Kate close and kiss her, there’s an edging, a slow but aggressive push toward fear. Like maybe she could bite my tongue off or tear my throat out, and I couldn’t stop her.

Like maybe our coven doesn’t have a handle on this curse the way we think we do.

I can’t let myself or Brooks or Tanner get too arrogant. I can’t let Kate get too fatalistic.

Fate, it’s not a predetermined path.

It’s listening to instinct.

It’s shining light into every forgotten corner.
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I open our front door and step back to let Kate inside. Tanner or Brooks can lock up. The dog greets us with a tail wag, and the cat is indifferent. The crow watches from six purple eyes, but doesn’t leave her perch on the top of the grandfather clock.

“I had a nice time tonight,” Kate says primly, as if she enjoyed six horrible hours of awkward storytelling and rampant disbelief. It took two decades for me to lose the relationship with my family, and it’ll take a lot more than a single evening to warm it back up. I’m under no delusions about that.

I slam my forearm on the wall above Kate’s head, surprising her. Arousing her, too. Big pupils. Hard nipples. An eager heat that I can fucking smell. This woman calls us thirst traps? What the hell is she then? Not a shy little painter with a low body count, that’s for damn sure.

“What the hell, Marlowe?” she blurts, but I was watching her all night. It’s obvious.

“You almost ate Miriam’s face off, which is fine by me. But not in a jealous sort of way. In a Hag Wytch sort of way.” I flick her between the eyes, and she bats at me like we’re in high school. I still have that weird picture of her tucked into my pocket, the one I stole from Georgia. I like looking at it before I fall asleep.

“Miriam was gazing at you all night, like she made a mistake. Picked the wrong guy or something.” Kate grips onto the front of my shirt, tickling her fingers across my abs underneath. Getting me stiff inside my jeans. “But only because you’re hot. She doesn’t appreciate you as a person. Dennis, either. I liked his parents though.”

I snort.

“Sure, Dale and Val are a hoot. Didn’t expect them to show up.” I should’ve though. I should’ve known my family’s entire social circle would appear on our doorstep with candles, a vigil for the missing man who came back. I was loved. Am still loved. I know that. Now, I need Kate to feel it, like she has backup. Life is better with backup. “But who cares about that? I didn’t think you were going to make it through the night, Kate. You’re scaring me.”

“I’m scaring myself,” she whispers back, still clutching onto my shirt. Tanner moves up to lean against the wall on Kate’s left. Brooks is on her right. All of our shadows are crowded around and peering, darkening the already dark foyer. The cat’s glowing eyes watch us through the gloom, and there’s a sense of waiting that I can’t quite shake off. “I can’t stop the ache. Can’t satisfy the hunger. Until the time comes, can you guys … be gentle with me? I love all our kinky stuff, but I want something else tonight.”

My throat is tight. My eyes are hot. I know that I’m broken, but somehow Kate makes me feel whole. I saw her bright light in those woods and I captured it for myself, crushed that firefly in my hands and held it there. I owe her the world.

“Yeah?” I ask, my voice embarrassingly soft. It’s a voice I rarely used on anyone in the past. A voice I thought I’d lost to the harsh rasp of those godforsaken woods. Here it is somehow, on a night with very little moon and so many unknowns. “What do you need, Kate? I’ll give it to you. I was serious when I said that you can have anything you want from me. Everything. I was more than willing to give up my life for you.” I lick my lips and gesture with a nod of my chin at the rest of our coven. “Them, too.”

“That’s not what I want.” Her words are husky. Her hat is frisky. It bites onto the fresh patch at the front of my brim, and I don’t even care if it bites it off a second time because I loved watching Kate sit in her grandmother’s rocking chair while clumsily sewing it back on. “Thanks for not being completely honest with your family tonight. If they found out I was a people-eating owl god, they might not have accepted me as your wife.”

“Cute. But don’t you worry about that. They’ll forget all about it once we give them a grandchild.” I bare my teeth, but my poor attempt at humor only makes Kate’s face fall further.

“You can’t tell us that you want something different, and then not fill in the blanks.” Tanner puts his hand on Kate’s upper arm, fingers gently rubbing the fabric of her cloak. Yeah, that was a hard one to explain to my family, the stupid cloak of shadows.

“I want …” Kate is looking into my eyes, and I’m staring right back. Showing her everything. Letting her see everything. There’s not a single emotion I need or want to hide from her. Finally, I’ve found a person that’s worthy of the sort of devotion I want to give.

“It’s okay to be sad, Kate.” Brooks repeats his words from the day of the photo shoot, reaching out to take her hat off. He carefully hangs it on the hall tree and then does the same with his own. With mine. With Tanner’s.

“I’m not sad. I just …” Kate’s breath catches as I squeeze my right hand on the small of her waist, my rune-painted fingers indenting the fabric of her soft sweater. Despite the cloak, she tried to dress up for tonight. Put on makeup. Brushed her dual-colored hair until it was smooth and shiny. None of that was necessary, but the effort was appreciated. Kate’s going to fit in well with my family. “I want you to make love to me tonight.”

That request, slipping past her full, soft lips, it’s a killer.

“Did you even need to ask?” I whisper, taking her hand in mine. My shadow does the same, an unholy escort to guide us up the stairs to our bedroom.

“If I don’t ask, I might end up in a game of orgy origami, folding myself into fantastic shapes to fit all three of you. Don’t get me wrong: I love those games. But tonight … after meeting your family and everything …”

“Yeah,” I say, and my voice cracks a little. “Yeah, Katelynn. We’ll make love to you. It’s not hard, you know?”

I take her into our room, and Tanner and Brooks are there to help me undress her. We lay her on our bed, naked in the waning moonlight. I can’t wait to be raw and vulnerable with Kate in private, because there is no privacy. There’s coven, and I’m okay with showing these three people everything I am. Everything that I have.

A holy night with unholy rings and recurring nightmares that are so much easier to get through because we have each other.

Fuck.

I am a lover boy.

Proud of it, too.
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Kate

The clearing around the Witch’s Tree is empty, the search teams gone. Bits of police tape are still wrapped around some of the trunks, but it’s torn and flapping in the wind. Ferns creak. A stray forest spirit squats on twig legs and stares down at us.

“This wicked thing is here to hunt,” it whispers, but it’s the only one around, and there’s nobody else to take up the call. It’s all alone.

I swallow nervously as I look at the tree, my husbands on either side of me.

“This is absolute insanity,” Brooks says, but if he didn’t agree with me, we wouldn’t be here. The men would probably have spelled me into a locked room or something, like a cage for a wild werewolf. Shoved a few serial killers through the bars for me to eat.

God.

I pace a little in front of them, procrastinating. I don’t want to leave any more than they want me to go, and they know that, too. They know everything. I’m not even trying to hide it.

The shadowed moon is speaking to me in strange whispers, and I can hear the words of my victims in my brain on an eerie echo. Saliva dribbles down the side of my face because I can’t stop the hungering. There’s a spreading darkness inside of me that demands release.

The curse, asking to be paid properly.

I step forward and reach out a hand for the hole, but Tanner stops me. He grabs my wrist and turns me around, pulling me into his arms. I’m crushed tighter to his chest than would be safe if I weren’t an immortal owl monster. He puts his mouth up against my ear.

“Don’t you dare try to run from us, Kate. I’m getting tired of warning you.”

“Do better then,” I tease, trying to make a joke out of this. Feels a little like I’m pleading for help. The expression on Tanner’s face tells me that he’s more than aware of that. “And I told you: I’ll only run if I have to. I’ve never lied about that.”

“Alright, boys, let’s tie her up,” Tanner says over my shoulder, and I see that his shadow is stalking mine through the trees. “Kate’s too wild for her own good. A kitten needs a collar sometimes.”

I pinch his hips through his shirt as punishment, stabbing him with my witch claws.

“Make sure that you only feed me violent criminals. That’s it. I can relax a little if I know that I’m not wearing the blood of innocents.” I try to step back from Tanner, but he doesn’t let me go. His hands get tight on my waist, and his eyes are as haunting as the glowing orbs of the unknown beast that’s watching us through the trees.

I don’t have to check the Witch’s Tree to see if the gate is still cracked: I can smell it. The primordial ooze of that place is pungent, like sulfur and magic and secrets. It tastes like iron on the back of my tongue, like blood.

“This isn’t goodbye. The way you’re acting like it is, that upsets me, Kate.” Tanner pushes his hat back to get a better look at me, and I decide that I have a love/hate relationship with his wolf ears. They’re adorable. He’s a beast. But damn, I can’t hide anything from him. He can hear my heart, can hear the way I swallow my nerves down like sour candy.

Looking into his face like this, it feels as if he can hear my thoughts, too.

“We’ve been in bed for days, making sweet love to you. And this is what we get in return? A teary farewell? I don’t know how I feel about letting you go into this tree by yourself.” Marlowe curls his lip at me, but he blushes when I blow him a kiss.

Yeah, breaking him with gentleness was the way to go. I’ve captured Marlowe, and there’s no way out for either of us.

“Don’t think we won’t have eyes on you in there.” Brooks reaches up to point at his hat with a single finger, blinking those red orbs in a random order to throw me off my game. His shadow antlers stretch horizontally on either side of his head, eerie and distorted. “You hear me, Kate?”

“I hear you, Brooks.” I give Tanner a kiss that’s so good, I struggle to break it off. One for Marlowe. Another for our fearless leader.

And then I back away from them before they can keep me here.

Today is a test. Will they let me go? Will the curse unfurl under a moonless night and enthrall me forever? Or is our spell working?

I spin to face the Witch’s Tree, fog crowding my ankles, a soft sobbing from the lone forest spirit in the tree above my head.

I’ve got this.

I poke my hand in the tree, and something withered pokes me back.
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I wake up with a yawn, leaves stuck in my hair. A giant banana slug is melting on the ground beside me, yellow eye stalks limp and tangled with some blackberry brambles. The brambles themselves have twined around the slug, and I see a lot of … fluid. I think it’s dead. I think those brambles are eating it.

I scramble backward, careful to keep my lips pressed tight together. My eyes dart around the shadows of the forest. But not the shadows of night, diffused gray shadows that hint at the sunlight above the thick canopy.

Everything is quiet, a sleeping world of magic all around me. I spot a pair of kirin—basically, they’re deer-unicorns—collapsed not far from me. There’s blood everywhere, and it takes me a minute to realize that I tore out both of their throats.

I’m a fucking unicorn killer now?

With a sigh, I push myself up to my feet, annoyed to find that I’m naked with no memory of what happened last night … or however many nights. I could’ve been out longer than I thought.

Doesn’t matter.

I make sure to keep my mouth shut, walking back in the direction of the cottage. I know where it is because I’m a living compass, and I know that all I have to do in order to find it is move south from the Witch’s Tree.

And that tree, it’s a blight in my soul. I couldn’t forget its location if I tried.

Barefoot and alone and invincible, I trudge my way back to the tree, pausing to study the bodies strewn across the ground in bloody, half-eaten piles. When the woods are awake, they feast, but for now, because of me, everything is asleep.

For the very first time since I entered these woods, I stop and look at them. Really look at them.

I turn and glance up, up, up into the darkness of the canopy. There are forest spirits sprawled all over the branches, asleep. Little bubbles come from their mouths as they breathe, these tiny pearlescent orbs that drift up and pop against the branches above.

As quickly as I can, I jog back to the cottage, tearing the front door open and pausing at the bottom of the stairs. Most of the blood is gone, but not all of it. The bone dust is still there. The dead flowers. The crushed bodies of big, fat Witchwood bees.

I leave it all behind to go downstairs, to Brooks’ room with the big four-poster bed and the wardrobe that looks straight out of Narnia. I tear the doors open, digging through his mentor’s clothing until I find some soft, supple red leather pants. What sort of creature is this made out of? I wonder, but I don’t stop digging.

I find a … is it a jerkin? Like a sleeveless leather jacket with ties down the front. I put it on, borrow another pair of too-big boots, and then I walk back outside, and I climb the nearest tree.

Well, I try to anyway. With my clit piercing in place, I don’t have full access to the magic of the curse and therefore, I am not the strongest creature in the woods. I’ve got some muscle from my scaffolding and pulley journeys, but not enough to make it up twenty feet of soft redwood bark to the nearest branch.

I just wanted to see what this place looks like from the top, what the Witchwoods really is. Are there portals to other worlds hidden around here somewhere? Am I on a planet like earth? Or is this some flat, endless plain of trees and magic?

There’s a sharp, awful pulling in my chest that I can’t resist. It draws me like a lead, like a leash, tugging me back through the shadows of a daytime forest. I sidestep a sleeping gore-bear that smells like rotten meat, bounce across thick lime-green clumps of moss, walk a wide berth around a flower that’s bigger than my house.

The edge of the woods appears, and I feel my breath catch.

The voices of the Hag Wytch’s victims are not her voice. I didn’t speak in this place: they did. So can I walk out or am I trapped? If I am trapped, it’d be best to close the gate before the men can follow me.

The thought is as horrifying as it is practical, so I bite down on it, save it for later.

I keep walking, head held high, the breeze tousling orange and black hair around my face.

Between one breath and the next, I’m in the woods, and then I’m on the street.

It’s early morning, and everything is quiet and still and dewy. It’s a wet, Eureka sunrise with plenty of salty fog off the bay.

Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe are waiting for me.

I stop where I am, the toes of my borrowed boots on the cement, the heels on the dirt of the McKay tract. My breath catches, and I feel both connected and relieved all at once. One day, I might have to run, but today is not that day.

“Welcome back, North.” Brooks greets me with a formal nod, his face dark and shadowed. Frowning. Hands held loosely by his sides.

Tanner steps forward and drops my hat on my head. It greets me with a big sloppy lick, and I smile, reaching up with two fingers to touch the brim. Almost prick myself on one of the fangs, but I’m getting good at this and manage to avoid making myself bleed.

“Missed you, kitten,” Tanner tells me, his voice rough and husky and full of a tenderness that’s everything I ever wanted. Truly. With my hand still on the brim, I look up at him from underneath it only to find silver eyes instead of their usual blue-gray. “You doing okay?”

He’s not touching me. Marlowe is struggling to look at me, his teeth clenched, his gaze on the sidewalk and my horned shadow as she plasters herself to the pavement like a chalk outline.

“What happened?” I ask, blinking at them in confusion. I expected to be swept up. Kissed. Held.

Tanner’s expression softens further, and he lifts his warm hands up to cup my face on either side.

“You’ve been gone for a week,” he admits, and my eyes widen in surprise. A week? I was gone for an entire week? “We popped in to check on you every twenty-four hours or so, but I got to say, if the last Hag Wytch was a bitch to deal with, you’re next-level.”

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” I breathe, my words barely audible over the sounds of the neighborhood waking up. There are no reporters here, no influencers, no busybodies. Our Internet spell is working. It’s a relief, but not enough to cover up the horror of my weeklong excursion.

“Nope.” Tanner swoops down and captures my mouth, crushing our hat brims together as he kisses me. His tongue is sharp with relief and edged with a fear he doesn’t dare give voice to. I’m sure that while I was gone, the three of them were working diligently to break the curse. “Damn, I’m glad to see you, but holy hell you reek, kitten.”

“Excuse me?” I’m indignant, but I can’t deny the truth. I smell like carrion. Like the Pit. Like blood and meat and everything horrible in nature that means the difference between life and death. Eat or be eaten. That’s my reality. “How dare you, Eastwoods.”

Marlowe leans back against a tree, fiddling with a folded picture in his pocket. It looks worn, like he’s been fiddling with it the entire time I’ve been gone. I wonder what it is?

“Let’s get her home, and her Westwoods can give her a nice, steamy bath.” Marlowe looks me over like something to be devoured, and my body responds in kind. Can’t decide if I want to eat him or fuck him though, and that’s a problem. “I’d advocate to do it here, but nobody needs to see that naked body of yours. It’s coven property now.”

“You’re not doing a very good job of making me feel welcome,” I sniff, but it’s a joke. Obviously.

I’m damn lucky to be here. I wasn’t sure that I was coming back at all. One day, I might not.

“Stay gone less time on your next trip, and your Southwoods will welcome you home with more cheer.” Brooks squats down and rifles through the wicker basket that’s sitting on the sidewalk next to him. He pulls out a thermos full of coffee, and a still-warm quiche, folding the foil back on it so that I can eat it like a hand pie.

If I’ve been gone an entire week then … have they been waiting out here for me everyday? With food and coffee? I sniffle as I bite into the quiche, waiting for Brooks to pour me a cup of coffee in the thermos’ silver lid.

“You’re not going to spank me, are you?” I ask, and Brooks gives me a wry look.

“Did you do anything on the other side of that gate that requires a spanking?” he clarifies, and I shrug. The quiche is good. All of the raw meat I consumed in the Witchwoods, bloody and squirming, was better. I can’t handle thinking too hard about that.

“Not really.” I take the coffee with a sigh and sip it, looking between the three of them on this drizzly autumn morning and finding myself brimming over with love. In the beginning there, it was mostly sexual. I can’t lie. Tanner, Marlowe, and Brooks, they’re handsome. Young. Fit. Strong.

Life gets messy though. It stretches and twists. It tangles and drags. The magic is great. The sex is fantastic. But it’s the companionship that ties it all together.

I’m not alone.

Here we are, bearing witness to one another’s lives. We don’t have to matter to the world, but if we matter to each other, then nothing is too big for us to handle. Not life. Not death. Not hell.

Not even the Witchwoods.

“Not really?” Marlowe echoes, throwing an arm around my shoulders. It’s a casual move, but there’s so much tension in his body that he can’t hide his true feelings. His hat either, brimming with poppies and so beautifully alive. “That doesn’t instill much confidence, Mrs. Poppy.”

“If you don’t count cannibalism as a spank-worthy offense, then I’d say I was a good girl for you guys.” I nip a bite off the quiche and Tanner groans. Brooks smiles, all eight of his eyes crinkling with the expression.

“Honey,” Tanner offers, taking the thermos lid from me once I’ve finished with my coffee. “You’re never a good girl for us. You love being the villainess, don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not a villainess,” I protest uselessly. I eat people. I literally eat people. Of course I am.

I risked the world to keep what I have in front of me, and I’d do it all over again.

“What was it you called her before?” Brooks asks, looking over at Tanner with a little smirk, like he knows this is going to annoy the shit out of me. “The villains’ whore? I liked that one better.”

“Me?” I blurt as Lo laughs, dragging me down the sidewalk in the direction of the old Victorian that I’d be happy to call home for as long as we all shall live. I toy with my wedding ring, wondering when the next bad memory will strike. Grateful to have it on my finger anyway.

We don’t have to have any answers right now.

We’ve found a way to buy ourselves time, and time is all we need.

“Tanner coined the phrase,” Brooks admits, gathering up the inappropriate balls/pussy/boobs/ass basket with the thermos inside. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

“If anything, you guys are the villainess’ whores. I’m the one with the harem, remember? Unless you three have gotten cozy with each other while I’ve been gone? I’m okay with that, by the way, if you guys want to have sex.”

“Thank you for giving us permission to do something you know we’re not going to do.” Tanner slaps my hat’s tongue away when it tries to lick him, and Brooks sighs.

“By the way, your … stepmother, is it? That girl who’s the same age as you, she stopped by while you were gone and asked to see you. She brought her kids, too.” He looks at me as we walk, and I try really hard not to get excited. “How old is she again? How old are those kids?”

“Jada? She got pregnant her senior year of high school. My dad is a class-act, isn’t he?” I finish off the quiche and Brooks holds out his hand to collect the balled-up tin foil that’s leftover.

“Yeah, we spelled his dick to stop working—permanently.” Marlowe shrugs, like it’s no big deal, but I stop walking. The forest on one side, a neighborhood of old houses on the other. The air tastes like salt and fog, and when I shiver from the cold, Tanner takes the cloaking cloak that’s thrown over his right shoulder and slips it over both of mine. Hiding my wings. Warming me up. “You’re not going to get upset like you did over Nathan, are you?”

“Hey, I agreed that Nathan had it coming.” I turn to look at the three of them, and even that feels wrong inside my head. The three of them? They’re more than that. This is Brooks McDowell. This is Tanner Skye. This is Marlowe Waverley. “My dad deserves it a hundred times over.” I pause for a minute, considering. “Is there a reason Jada stopped by? Like, it can’t possibly have just been to reunite me with the twins.”

“She wanted to know if we’d feature her on our channel,” Marlowe admits, sighing. “You know, social media was so much easier when Newgrounds was the only site I had to worry about.”

“Our channel?” I sigh. Jada has millions of followers, but I bet we have more. “So, our social media posts aren’t invisible yet? What the hell is wrong with this spell, Brooks?”

“The spell is working fine. The sex tapes are buried. The Witchwoods legend is toast. But if you think I’m not going to harvest all the free energy we’re being given for a few shirtless photographs, you’re sorely mistaken. Maybe after we break the curse, we can discuss disappearing from public view entirely.” Brooks adjusts the basket on his arm and keeps walking.

“I can’t lie to you, kitten,” Tanner begins, reaching up to rub at his smooth jawline. Aww, he shaved for me. Our eyes meet, and a grin catches on his lips that makes me realize how long it’s been since we were naked together. A week feels like an eternity when you’re in love. “Marlowe and I … we kind of like the social media stuff.”

“Why am I not surprised?” I shrug Lo’s arm from my shoulders and take off running after Brooks.

They chase me.

And I love it.

Home sweet home.
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Kate

Three and a half months later …

Living as a were-owl-god isn’t the easiest existence in the world. I’ve eaten my fair share of predators, gobbled up the worst humanity has to offer.

Hey, on the plus side, violent crime is way down in Humboldt County. Sex crimes are at an all-time low. My appetite for human flesh isn’t the worst thing that ever happened to our cozy little coastal town in Northern California.

I yawn, and Brooks uses magic to rap the bone he uses as a pointer against the table in front of me.

“Do you need a nap?” he asks, peering down at me from behind spectacles made out of Witchwood twigs. They’d be fairy-tale-esque if they didn’t have tiny bird skulls hanging from either arm. The charms sway as my husband leans down to peer at me with two green eyes and six red ones.

“Uh, maybe?” I reply, yawning again and stretching my arms over my head. A grimoire sits open in front of me, a quill pen jotting down a few final notes from today’s lesson. Brooks has done well, upholding his agreement to teach both our coven and Georgia’s at the same time.

My best friend slaps her own grimoire shut. Georgia has been learning how to use a bow from Tanner. She shot a white rabbit and used the fur to wrap her witchy tome. My book hisses at me sometimes when I open it. Hers screams, like a dying rabbit.

You decide which one is creepier. I can’t make up my mind.

“We should get going anyway,” Georgia says, taking my side against the men like she always does. If I was worried that belonging to separate covens would cause a chasm in our friendship, I was wrong. Has our relationship changed? Of course it has. But for the better.

These past three months have been the best, least lonely moments of my entire life. If I could keep this situation forever, I’d be happy. This is what happily ever after looks like. This is it. It’s not a single endpoint, a final turn of the page. It’s a lifestyle, and I’ve found it.

“Hm.” Brooks is displeased, rising to his full height in our sunny kitchen. It smells like fresh coffee and croissants stuffed with chocolate. Pumpkin spice cookies (actual, literal cookies) sit on a nearby tray. Maple cupcakes with candied bacon perch beside them. Everything in here today is one-hundred-percent semen free and safe to eat. “I’m the instructor, and I will decide when the lesson is finished.”

Georgia glares up at him, and I see thoughts being scribbled onto the tiny white brim of her miniature top hat. This son of a bitch. I could kill him. Ah. Ah-hah.

I stand up quickly, bumping into Marlowe who I didn’t realize was standing quite so close behind my chair. He’s got a half-eaten cupcake in hand, and he snakes an aggressive arm around my waist, tugging me close.

My cloaking cloak swirls around us, shadows dancing and licking at the warm air like uncanny fog. Marlowe slips a big hand underneath the folds and pushes up my shirt so he can press his hot palm against the naked skin of my belly.

“I want,” he growls against my ear, smelling like maple and sugar.

“You want?” I echo, rolling my eyes. I feel claws in my shoulder and glance around to see that Stix is perched on Marlowe’s massive shoulder and using mine to make biscuits. “Speak like a witch and not some mindless forest monster in rut.”

“Oh, but I am a mindless forest monster in rut.” Marlowe snarls against my ear, and then he bites me. My hat bites him back, and he curses, startling the cat. Stix takes off with her tail fluffed into a black bottle brush, bounding into the living room and nearly knocking Talia off her feet.

“Whoa there, pussy cat,” she whistles, laughing as the tiny wings on her hat flutter (I’m not sure what purpose her hat serves just yet). Her horned shadow catches her drink before she drops it, handing it politely back. “Ugh, I want a familiar so bad. You guys are so lucky.”

“There’s no such concept as a familiar,” Brooks grumbles with a sigh, taking off his glasses and closing his eyes. Just the ones on his face. The ones on his hat slide across the cone to peer sideways at Tanner.

He knows we’re not buying that rhetoric. I’m sure there’s something to this familiar thing. Tanner and Flick are inseparable now. That goddamn dog is a fluffy orange and white traitor, and nobody can change my mind about that.

Tanner whistles, lifting up his leather glove and catching Ebon when she comes diving in through the back door. Thankfully, the falconry glove he stole off his father’s corpse doesn’t smell like rot anymore. I appreciate the efforts he went to in order to clean it.

The six-eyed monster crow accepts the food he offers her, but she’s as much a traitor as the dog. Her silky black wings flap, lifting her and sending over to perch on the chair in front of me. I coo at the bird, stroking her breast with my fingers and feeding her a bit of pumpkin spice cookie while Marlowe continues to invade my space from behind.

“I’ve got a date with Hoax anyway,” Fernanda admits sheepishly, sipping her coffee with a sigh. She’s addicted to Brooks’ coffee skills. Usually, she brings a thermos over and convinces him to send her with some java to-go.

“How does that work anyway?” Tanner asks, moving into the kitchen while Tacy stays on the deck, her adirondack chair turned to face the open back door. She’s bent over her own grimoire, scribbling furiously inside. Like everything in her life, Tacy tackles witch-hood with practicality and restraint.

Fernanda is … well, as outrageous as she’s always been. She wears button-up ankle boots with charms hanging from the laces. Full skirts and corsets and lots of fun accessories, all of which are spelled in some way or another. She’s a beautiful, deadly arsenal.

“Dating?” Fernanda asks, her long earrings swaying as she sits back in her chair at the kitchen table. She’s commandeered Marlowe’s usual spot in the west. “Easy: the girls sit at the table next to me and pretend to give us privacy. Same way you do during our weekly breakfast meetings.”

“Bi-yearly breakfast meetings would be better,” Lo grumbles, still holding me against him. I savor the feel of him wrapped around me, a wall of muscle and heat and magic. “Or no more breakfast meetings at all.”

“Just because you don’t appreciate hearing Kate air her grievances about you doesn’t mean she doesn’t deserve a chance to do so.” Georgia stands up, her book clutched to her chest, chin raised. Brooks curls his lip at her, but it’s mostly for show. We’ve all been getting along well. Better than I expected, honestly.

“Grievances?” Marlowe echoes, and I chuckle, finishing off the rest of the cookie that Ebon didn’t want. She prefers raw meat, the bloodier the better. Guess you can take the crow out of the Witchwoods, but you can’t take the Witchwoods out of the crow. “What grievances? That we give her more orgasms than she can handle? That we did a better job handling crime in this county than the cops?” He snuggles deeper into me, staking his claim.

Georgia’s eye is twitching, and I see her hat writing Lo’s inner thoughts down. Apparently, Georgia also hears the thoughts as her magic quill pen is writing. That’s good to know.

“I’m going to blow a fat load in my pants if these women don’t leave soon. I like them alright, but I’ve had enough for today.”

Yep. Marlowe’s thoughts are fucking embarrassing.

“Grievances, like your social media followings. If Kate had known the spell was only going to make the sex tapes disappear, she wouldn’t have let you post so much shirtless content.” Georgia smiles tightly at Marlowe, and then flips him off.

He snorts, but doesn’t return the gesture. He knows she’s right. I hate how much viral attention they get. My account was also obliterated by our spell, but the price was that theirs remain. At least for now. As Brooks likes to say, we’ll figure out how to get rid of it all as soon as we break this eternal curse of loneliness that you’ve placed upon yourself. Real funny, South.

“I need to get ready anyway, so you’ll be rid of me whether you like it or not.” Fernanda grabs onto Talia’s arm, but the girl’s too busy licking the frosting off her cupcake to pay much attention. Pretty sure she likes being a witch as much as Fernanda does.

Despite the high costs associated with gaining our magic, not a single person here would willingly give it up. It’s just that some have a bit more fun with it than others.

“I’m three weeks behind everyone else,” Tacy is telling Brooks, pleading with him like a student with a schoolteacher. He ignores her, tidying up the cauldrons we used to cast today. We’re building charms, resupplying our hats. Or, in the case of the women, supplying their hats for the first time.

I made one yesterday that can close all the doors in a house just by drinking the cinnamon-flavored liquid in the vial. Like, say, if you go to bed and forget to close the garage door or something. Not the most useful spell in all of the world, but I have my reasons for wanting to learn it.

That spell, the very first one I’ve ever written by myself, isn’t what’s important. It’s about the spells I’ll build in the future with the lessons I’ve learned. Brooks is a good teacher, and the system he’s come up with to write spells is brilliant. He hasn’t met a task yet that he couldn’t cure with magic.

Except for my curse.

I’m still the Hag. I’m still immortal. I’ll still outlive them, watch them age and die without me. I still have to eat people. I’m still not fully in control.

I am the Hag Wytch.

“Did you see that your stepmom has gone viral for reacting to Witchwood Boys content?” Georgia asks, backing toward the doorway that leads into the foyer. I can hear Fernanda yelling at the rest of them to hurry up.

I can’t blame Fernanda. Hoax, the YouTuber, has turned out to be very charming. He helped the guys and I set up a print-to-order merch store. It’s good money, especially since we haven’t taken on another painting job just yet. All our time, every spare second, is spent trying to break the curse. We take breaks for lessons, sex, and food. That’s about it.

“After I told Jada no, that she couldn’t be on our channel?” I clarify, aghast. Leave it to Georgia to drop that shit on me just before she walks out the door. I chase her a little bit, scooping up my mean cat as I pass by the entry bench.

Georgia is now fleeing across the front porch.

“I know Jada’s not with your dad anymore, but I bet she’d let you see your siblings in exchange for some content, even an interview or something. Just a bit of leverage. Why not use it?” Georgia turns, glossy blue-black hair falling over her shoulder, bright lips in a clever smile. Her shadow is crouched on the top of Jared’s van as it idles on the street.

That man deserves a medal for rolling with this coven stuff without even blinking. He’s happy to go with the flow, escorting Tacy and the girls around and getting paid with leaf cash to do it. He even quit his job. He’s without a doubt the best boyfriend Tacy has ever had.

“Maybe when we break the curse,” I call back. I squeeze Stix to my chest, black fluff pressed up against paint-spattered denim. I’ve got a black and orange striped shirt on underneath, and I look ridiculous. Zero fashion sense.

“Thanks again, Kate.” Tacy stumbles past, hauling her bag with her. Fernanda is already in the van, and Talia is strolling lazily across the lawn, licking the frosting off another cupcake.

“God, I can’t stand them,” Marlowe grumbles from my right, hunched over and brooding like the gorgeous gargoyle he is. Shadow wings sprout from his back. Real, feathered ones sprout from mine when I shrug the cloaking cloak off with a sigh. It puddles in a sea of ominous, black tentacles at my feet.

The cloak, useful as it is, and as much as I appreciate it, sort of freaks me the fuck out. I’m convinced it’s some weird H.P. Lovecraftian invention. Can’t convince me otherwise.

“Alright, kitten, get your ass over here.”

I turn in time to see Tanner standing in the foyer with his hand near the fly of his jeans. It’s a hint I don’t need because I’m already well-aware of today’s plan. Most of Brooks’ magic is based around sex, so … sex it is.

“This spell won’t fuck itself to fruition,” Marlowe adds, rolling his eyes as he quotes Brooks to me in a mocking tone. He puts his hand in the center of my back, gently pushing me inside the house. He comes in behind me and locks the door.

Brooks appears in the entrance to the kitchen, standing behind Tanner with a dish towel in his hands. His hat looks a little sleepy, like he could easily call it a night now. I’d like that, for us to order take-out and chill in the backyard with a sunset and some weed.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m okay with the sex part of the spell, too. It’d just be nice if we didn’t have to gather spell ingredients after. Bury a silver pentagram at a crossroads. Dig it up under a full moon. Gather wildflowers from the north, south, east, and west. Soak them in oil. Soak them in blood. Grind with a mortar and pestle.

We’ve wandered through the forest looking for ingredients. Walked the beaches. Visited the cemetery more times than I can count.

We’ve tested several versions of the spell so far. The last one worked so well that I only needed to spend three days in the Witchwoods this time before I came to and walked back. That’s progress.

A smile curves across my face as Tanner and I lock eyes and he flicks the button on his jeans—
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Tanner

“Aw, Frank,” Kate growls out, her irises expanding to cover the whites of her eyes. “You know I don’t smoke no more.”

“Oh, fuck.” Marlowe is the first to grab her, putting Kate into a chokehold and knocking the cat loose from her arms before she can bite its head off. My wife goes from her easygoing, affectionate self to a monster in a blink.

Blood blooms on Marlowe’s white hoodie and he coughs crimson up all over Kate’s face. She’s just fucking stabbed him in the chest. I’m on her, pulling them apart and throwing Kate against the wall to buy both Marlowe and myself a second.

Brooks comes in hard and fast, throwing a rope around her neck. It’s been spelled to hold big game, a trick that Brooks and I used to hunt in the past. Even a gore-bear can’t escape rope like this.

Kate does. She snaps it like string as she stands up, feathers sprouting across her skin as she begins to change right in front of us. We’ve seen this plenty of times before, but in the last several months, only on a moonless night. We’re still two weeks out.

I’ve got a terrible feeling about this, but there’s no space to examine theories.

Only one thing is important right now: keeping me, Marlowe, and Brooks alive. Kate is immortal. She’s the aggressor. If we let her hurt one of us in this state, it’s all over.

“That’s a pretty bird,” I murmur, approaching her carefully as she shapeshifts in the middle of our foyer. Her clothes split as her form expands, feathers stabbing through her naked flesh. Brown ones, with silver and gold runes. Taloned feet, and a shape like a barred owl.

The monster looms over me. It has shadow horns on its round head, a mask of feathers surrounding a human face. Huge hazel eyes with dark lashes, a sharp beak where a human nose would be, a pair of pink lips.

Lips that I’ve kissed.

Kate opens those lips and the cries of her victims roll out. Slaver drips from that sexy mouth and spatters on the floor in front of me.

“Do you mind if I take your car?” she asks in a woman’s mild, unassuming tone. I’m frozen where I’m standing, holding Kate’s attention while Brooks moves around to her right and Marlowe bleeds to death on the floor behind me.

I can smell the salve. It’ll be enough to save him, but I’ve got to keep Kate distracted until he’s back on his feet. Then we’ll figure out what to do next. Every second in this space counts.

“Let’s lure her to the tree,” Brooks instructs, thinking on his feet. “Put her inside and then we’ll come up with a plan. As of now, all we need is a fence between us and that pretty little mouth. Eh, Kate?”

“You’re a good girl, aren’t you, kitten?” I murmur, approaching with slow, easy steps. I’m moving myself into the living room and away from Marlowe as he slips in his own blood while attempting to stand.

The owl cocks its head to one side, and then it turns and snatches my shadow off the wall. I can feel it, the way that curved yellow beak closes over the pair of tails. A pressure in my spine as my shadow is ripped free, tossed into the air, and swallowed.

“Holy shit.” Marlowe has those few seconds to get the words out, and then he’s being smashed through the front door and thrown down the steps. The Hag Wytch is on him, tearing at his arms as he throws them up to protect himself.

I’m unsettled by the death of my shadow, aware that I’ve lost something important but unable to do shit about it now except grab the makeshift falconry hood from the hall tree. I’m out the door, boots crunching across the broken stained-glass, and then I’m on Kate’s back.

Birds hate to have their heads covered. Makes ‘em more docile. I yank the hood over Kate’s head, and she throws me. I slam into the tree in the front yard and fall to the ground, hitting my spine at an awkward angle and scrambling to my feet before I’m incapacitated by the pain.

I shove my way through the thick waxy leaves of the rhododendrons in the front yard, finding Brooks on his knees in front of me. His antlered shadow is squirming in Kate’s mouth as she rises into the air with powerful thrusts of her wings.

He draws a triangle on the ground, filling the shape with flames. I find my place in the east and do the same, tracing my own symbol into the dirt. Marlowe’s already done his part in the west.

Brooks starts a chant I’ve only heard him use once before—when Kate left three ghosts in the cottage and took off to make this horrible deal.

“We call on the great tree that lives in the North,” he begins, summoning her magic without her consent, dragging it out of Kate against her will.

A sigil appears in the north, and a circle of light flows around the three of us. The owl monster that used to be our wife screams, trapped inside the narrow barrier we’ve just created. She takes that as a personal insult and comes at us again, claws snatching up Marlowe’s shadow this time.

The Hag Wytch uses a taloned foot to shove the mass of darkness into her mouth, trilling with pleasure as she swallows down an integral part of our power.

“We’ll need to get those back at some point,” Brooks mumbles, and then Kate is on us and the four of us are destroying the front yard in an attempt at gaining control. I’m stabbed through the shoulder first, speared by one of her talons. It’s not enough to incapacitate me, but it does cause her claw to get stuck.

When she pulls back this time, she takes me with her, using the talon that’s speared through my body to lift me into the air. I’m shoved up against her face, and she screams at me, smelling like carrion and misery.

Brooks stabs the dick-athame into her, and she thrashes, dropping me to the lawn. Marlowe is there to help pick me up, his blood and mine mixing together. Kate’s lips part, spilling locusts into the evening air. They cover Brooks in a swarm of iridescent Witchwood pests, but that doesn’t stop him. He twists the knife and Kate shrieks, dropping to the lawn and thrashing around as she begins to shrink back to her normal self.

Flames cover Brooks’ body, burning away the locusts with a haunting sizzle and a thousand chirping screams. The husks melt to ash in a circle around him as he stands there with the knife in his hand, staring down at our unconscious lover on the ground in front of his feet.

“Let’s get her upstairs,” he whispers roughly, and the three of us take Kate up together. All of us bleeding. All of us missing our shadows.

We drag her onto the bed, standing beside the mattress in a row.

“Do we need to put her in the woods?” I ask Brooks, my attention on Kate’s sleeping face.

“No.” He reaches down and fingers the silver piercing in Kate’s clit. She moans and writhes against his touch, arching her hips up for him. He gently inserts two fingers into her and drags them in and out of her slickness as she sighs and moans happily in her sleep. “That’s a good girl, you rest,” he murmurs, but the eyes on his hat are all closed in thought. “Could be that the ring is being drained of energy more quickly than it’s being replenished.”

He pushes his wedding ring inside of Kate on the next thrust and then withdraws his fingers, sucking them clean.

“You know I have no problem with the Sleeping Beauty routine, but how the hell do we fix this?” I ask, and we both look at each other. Brooks still has his fingers in his mouth, his eyes narrowed and thoughtful. He didn’t just violate Kate for fun. He’s tasting something in the heat of her, figuring out how to rework this spell.

Marlowe is fretting over Kate, covering her with a blanket and fluffing her pillows. He’s getting blood everywhere, but under these circumstances, who gives a shit?

“You know Kate’s going to be pissed when she wakes up and finds out that she gorged on our shadows, right? Fuck my life.” Lo rakes his fingers through his dark hair, knocking his hat to the floor in the process.

“I’ll go find her ring.” I leave the room, searching through the blood and shredded clothes downstairs for Kate’s wedding band.

Back upstairs, I slip it on her hand just in time to intercept the next bad memory.

The spell doesn’t have to work hard to find one: I see Kate, shifting from a woman to a monster in front of my eyes. And there’s me, fucking helpless to do a damn thing about it.

Marlowe’s right: this incident is going to send Kate into a panic.

Brooks taps his dirty fingers against the tip of his tongue, lighting all of the candles in the room at once. Whatever his bad memory was, he’s pushed it aside already. Marlowe is sitting on the edge of the bed now, his head in his hands.

“She doesn’t taste like Kate anymore,” Brooks admits, his words falling heavy in the quiet space. “She tastes like the fucking Hag Wytch.” He drops his arms to his sides, summoning a notebook and a pen to write with. “The sacrifices we’re making aren’t enough. We need more power.” He lifts his hand and stares at the red gem of his ring.

I hate to tell him this, but it’s looking more and more like Kate is right with each passing week.

She owes a debt on three lives, and we’re not getting out of this one so easily.

“Take your pants off and fuck her,” Brooks says, and I sigh. I love this kinky shit, but I miss Kate more. I’d much rather have her awake and present here with us. “That’ll buy us some time.”

“Fuck her, huh?” Marlowe repeats in the voice of a zombie, like maybe he feels the same way I do. “If you insist.”

He reaches up, tugs a lust spell off of his hat, and cracks it against his own cheek, spilling pink dust everywhere. I close my eyes and inhale plenty of that sweet-scented powder. I’m gonna need it to get hard, can’t lie about that.

Sacrifice.

I put my lips near Kate’s ear and whisper all the things I want to say when she wakes back up.

“I love you, kitten. And don’t worry. Anything you need us to do, we’ll do it. We’ll dig you out of whatever hole you’ve gotten yourself into. Climb through the fires of any hell.”

And then I grip the headboard, and I drive Kate’s moaning, bloodied form into the mattress.
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Kate

The following morning, I wake up to blood all over the walls. The air is cold and strange. Fog drifts in through the open windows, and all I can smell is iron and salt. Something is very, very wrong.

I climb out of bed and race down the stairs, slipping in red, and find all three of my men around the kitchen table. They look okay, but the smell of our minty salve is pungent and it’s like… everything is calm, but it feels like the air is screaming.

I don’t know how else to explain it. I’m frantic, looking between them as they all turn to stare at me. Tanner is the first to smile and hold out his arms, but I won’t go to him. Not until they explain to me what happened.

“I attacked you.” It’s not even a question. I’m not asking Tanner. I’m telling him. I’m not asking Brooks. I’m not asking Marlowe. I’m speaking the absolute truth. I tried to eat them. I almost did. Maybe. This is a lot of blood, and the salve jar on the table is empty.

My shadow grabs onto my shoulder with one hand and points past me at the barren cabinets on the walls behind the men.

They have no shadows.

I go very still. Very quiet. Brooks notices me noticing and sighs, pouring me a cup of coffee and offering it out. I take it carefully and move into the kitchen to sit tentatively on Tanner’s lap.

“I ate them? What does this mean?” I ask, closing my eyes as Tanner wraps me in his arms and encases me in his warmth. His stubble is rough against my smooth cheek as he leans in, smelling like a cool breeze, like confidence, like surety.

“It’s not a big deal. Makes it harder to cast certain spells, but it’s not the worst thing that could’ve happened.” Tanner nuzzles against me as Marlowe butters a piece of toast and sets it on my plate, like all the windows in the house aren’t open. Like it isn’t freakishly early in the morning. Like our house isn’t covered in blood.

“Give me some time, and I’ll figure it out,” Brooks promises, and I trust that he’ll have no problem coming up with a spell to restore our shadows. It’s just the timing part that I’m worried about.

“I should be upfront and let you know that we all took turns on you last night while you were asleep.” Marlowe taps his fingers angrily against the surface of the table, but he can’t hide the quiver in his voice. He can’t hide the fear.

I stare at him, thinking about all the ways our shadows assist us in casting spells. This is going to fucking cripple our coven. But Tanner’s right: it’s not the worst thing that could’ve happened.

Instead of their shadows, I could’ve eaten them. I could be waking up alone in this house, dressed in the blood of the people that love me most and facing an endless cycle of suffering. Sing the world to sleep. Wake it up. Consume everything.

That’s when I make my decision, sitting there on Tanner’s lap and sipping Brooks’ coffee and eating Marlowe’s toast. They’re all bleeding from their noses. I bite and sip and cuddle. I let them tell me that everything is going to be okay.

On the next moonless night, I’ll make use of all the knowledge I gained from Brooks these past few months.

For the last time, I’ll run.

I’ve waited long enough.
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Two weeks later…

The world flips and spins, depositing me into the darkness of the Witchwoods by myself. It’s as disconcerting as it always is, especially when I feel my coven bond pinched through the narrow channel of the gate. I hate it. I want immediately to go back, to throw myself at my coven and ask for help.

But I’ve been asking for help, and now we’re out of time.

I stand there in the woods, staring at the Witch’s Tree, and I know what I have to do. I agreed to pay a price, and there are no take-backs in magic. If I don’t pay, the sale doesn’t go through. The men will lose their lives. I can make it through this fine, but I can’t take them with me.

I make the final decision for all of us.

I’m already dressed in my leather pants and iron mask, my bone collar and my boots and my hat. I shed the cloaking cloak, letting the mass of shadows writhe on the forest floor. Something hoots nearby, and I smile ruefully as I unfurl my wings.

I don’t have to worry that it’s the Hag.

I am the Hag.

I start by visiting the cottage, collecting all of the spell ingredients I’ll need. The men have left this place incredibly well-stocked, so it’s easy for me to find something that the three of them gathered together. See? Complete coven participation. These ingredients will wear the magic of North, South, East, and West.

Easy.

And those people the men pushed through the gate? I didn’t eat all of them. Some of them I just killed. I’ll drag the bodies to the Witch’s Tree, use my magic to carve the earth around it until I’ve got a moat. I’ll fill it with their blood. Dozens of human sacrifices given to me by my own coven.

This spell practically wrote itself.

I just can’t get caught by the guys before I finish this. Can you imagine their reactions? If they decide to sneak in here to check on me and find me in the middle of a spell to close the gate, I’ll be in a world of trouble. I’m chuckling through the entirety of my daunting task, like I’m not dragging corpses across the ground and feeling my stomach rumble with hunger.

Like I’m not damning myself to a lonely hell.

I carefully remove my clit piercing and feel the power of the curse surge through me. Before I lose consciousness, I throw myself into the worst task, the worst decision—the hardest decision—I’ve ever had to make.

I carve a circle into the soil around the tree, and then I push the roots into the bodies, cutting through them and filling the moat with red. I kneel down in front of the hole in the Witch’s Tree and prepare myself to cast a spell that I wrote all by myself.

It’s a good one, too. Maybe I shouldn’t have downplayed myself with Brooks and said that Georgia was smarter than me? I mean, she is, but I’m not bad. This is going to work. I’m sure of it.

“I bathe in the fiery embers from the south,” I begin, using a technique that Brooks described to us during a lesson. If one or more coven members have somehow been separated from the others, you can call their magic and ask permission to use it.

I was told not to do this unless I had to, because the other person doesn’t actually have the opportunity to say no. It’s less of an ask and more like a tell.

Like a violation.

I violate those men by stealing their magic with words and drawing it into my moat of blood and bones. My chanting continues.

“A terrible wind howls straight from the East, and I summon a tidal wave from the West. Forgive me, spirits of water and earth. Pardon me, phantoms of fire and air.”

The forest spirits are going wild on the branches surrounding the clearing, crying for me to stop, begging me.

“Oh no, he’ll come if she keeps singing,” they whimper, and I just assume they mean one of the men. A one-eyed toad watches from a decaying log, hissing its displeasure.

I stand up and begin to dance, my bone necklace clanking. All of the magic my hat has eaten recently comes spiraling out of it in the form of colorful smoke. Shapes appear above my head, little Victorian houses made of clouds. Bats. Cats. All designs coming from my personal idea of what it means to be a witch, but it’s a beautiful sight.

Or, it would be if the wind didn’t start to howl, if it wasn’t cold, and the woods didn’t creak. If the blood in my moat didn’t glitter and boil.

The evergreen needles of the Witch’s Tree spark and then catch flames. I stumble to a stop and then hit my knees, looking up as my only path to the men burns.

I break our coven apart, and prevent them from casting any spells to come after me.

I don’t just need this gate closed: I need it destroyed. I was given what I was given from the curse in exchange for this exact scenario. To be alone. To know what it means to suffer.

An eye appears in the hole of the trunk, and I nearly scream. I choke the sound down as a hand reaches out of the opening with long, clawed fingers. Black as my shadow. Wicked. Sharp. With a groan, something begins to push its way free.

A head emerges with curled horns. A square pupil in a single red eye that’s bigger than my head. The monster shoves and digs its way free of the trunk, much larger than should be physically possible. Distorting space and time. Breaking the laws of the universe.

A creature, like a satyr or… a demon, squats in front of me, separated only by a moat of blood.

It stares me down, and I almost choke to death on my own tongue. What am I looking at? It’s the thing that pokes back, isn’t it? It’s the gate. This thing, whatever it is, is the gate.

Not the tree, but the goat-headed demon that lives inside of it. It’s easily ten times bigger than I am, with clawed feet and hands and a vicious white smile of dull, blunt teeth. It says nothing. It doesn’t seem as if it’s capable of speech at all, something esoteric and arcane and wrong.

Rotten.

Watching it emerge from the tree was like watching the inverse of a birth. Everything about this is uncanny and dangerous. Lethal. Unnerving.

The black goat turns its head to see me better, leaning in close with its one eye to study me.

I’m terrified, wondering if I haven’t made the biggest mistake of my entire life. Why didn’t I talk to Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe about this? What the fuck am I doing?!

I have no clue how this all works, and I’m convinced for several minutes there that I’ve just signed a contract with something—the devil? please no—that I might not be able to get out of.

I’m breathing hard, watching the thing adjust itself with creaky limbs and an alien stare that bites into my soul.

“I… was trying to destroy the gate,” I whisper, barely able to breathe. The monster’s breath is hot and putrid, like raw meat and blood. It reeks of violence, and it feels on the verge of a rampage. I need to tread carefully here. “Not just close it, but destroy it forever.”

The demon—or whatever it is—laughs at me, and I feel not like a player with a chessboard, but like a single piece. The ring on my hand throbs, and I take it off before a bad memory can surface. I don’t need to trap the hunger any longer. I can let go here. It’s over.

I set the ring down, and the demon turns its head to peer at it. It reaches out with a huge, clawed hand, picks the jewelry up, and then swallows it with a too-long tongue. It has a shadow of its own, and my horned one is absolutely petrified by the sight of it.

What have I done? What the actual fuck have I done?

“An unholy divorce,” it chokes out in a voice like spatter, like gore, like heat and power and eternity. This thing is taunting me, testing me, but I have to stay strong. Regardless of what this monster is, if I close the gate, I’m immortal, and the men are safe.

That’s all that matters.

“I… yes.” I can feel tears on my face, but not out of fear for this thing, whatever it is, but for the absurdity of this moment. It’s not just a curse, I understand that. Anyone would think I’m lucky, getting to see my lovers again, being able to raise them from the dead.

I was given a gift. By the Hag Wytch. And by this demon, dark and strange as it is.

I am a witch, and I will close this gate.

The demon laughs, and several snakes fall out of the burning tree, bodies crashing into the moat of blood and spattering it everywhere. I’m covered in it. Birds fall, feathers singed. Giant moths crash to the ground. The entire tree is burning, from the canopy down to the roots.

I have never been so scared in all my life. Never.

I don’t know how this thing knows, but it knows.

I dig my nails into my leather-clad thighs and try not to scream. That’ll come later. I have to get this done first, and then I can feel everything I need to feel.

“Burn it down, please,” I whisper, pleading with something that isn’t of this world.

“Bitter Wytch,” the creature says with a laugh that causes its blunt teeth to chatter like a skeleton. It reaches up and plucks a shiny red pomegranate from the burning branches, offering it out to me. “Eat.”

I stare at the fruit in its hand, and then I reach out and take it.

And so, the demon and I sit there together in silence, eating pomegranates while the tree burns.

It takes hours, but then it’s done. There’s nothing but a pile of dust that settles into the blood moat and turns it to stone.

I close my eyes briefly, and when I open them, the demon is gone and I’m all alone.

The lullaby stirs in my throat, and then along with fresh tears, I shed my song. I put the Witchwoods to sleep and then I hunt.

Miserable. Hungry. Alone.

Always and forever alone.
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Tanner

A few hours earlier…

Fog swirls around our ankles as we walk, leaving Kate behind in the Witchwoods. Done this shit several times now and it never gets any easier. I’m angry, jaw tensed, blood running hot with poison and anger. It’s both a byproduct of the coven thing and an acute knowledge of my own shortcomings as a man.

“Every time we leave her in there, it feels like we’re abandoning her,” I admit, knowing that Brooks and Marlowe feel the same. Our leader is stoic, but the eyes on his hat have swiveled to the back of his cone to stare after Kate. Marlowe isn’t kicking up a fit, which is unusual. He had some epic fucking tantrums that first week that Kate spent in the woods by herself.

Tonight is different. He’s dark-eyed and angry, iron mask on his face for no other reason than he’s trying to hide his own cold rage.

We walk from the park to our big purple house with the turret and the rooftop deck, the wooded yard and the rhododendrons with the still-living flowers. Kate keeps all the garden shit looking pretty. She’s getting the hang of being a North. Might be December here in Humboldt, but our property is a bright blight of spring.

“We aren’t abandoning her,” Brooks says finally, the three of us making the wooden steps of the front porch creak under our combined weight. Flick whines pitifully near the front door, looking past us like he expects Kate to come around the corner at any moment. The dog likes me, loves me even. But he loves his mama, too. “We’re making the best decisions possible with the options we have.”

“Sugarcoat it however you want,” Marlowe growls out after tearing his mask down. He stabs his finger into the buttons of the keypad before throwing a dark look over his shoulder. His eyes are as black as the new moon sky above. “But this isn’t right. Kate belongs here with us, not eating kid-diddler intestines in a hostile world all by herself.”

He kicks the door open and snags the cat as he strides past, hefting her into his arms for a cuddle. Catnip blooms all over his hat, and the pussy goes nuts. I grin, but it doesn’t last, because Lo’s right. He’s fucking right.

“Tea first,” Brooks says with a tired sigh, taking his hat off to ruffle up his hair. He winks at the teapot, and the water begins to boil, whistling merrily in the quiet space. “Or coffee, your choice. We’ll work on the spell for a bit, and then we’ll hunt pedophiles or pimps or johns or whatever useless scum we can scrape off the pavement and feed into the tree.”

“Mint tea would be nice,” Marlowe grumbles, kicking his chair out as Stix goes nuts trying to claw her way onto his hat. He takes it off and tosses it onto the floor, letting her go at it like she’s in the middle of a drug binge. I slide into my own chair with a sigh, dragging my hand down my face.

Scooping up scumbags and offering them up for ritual sacrifice is fine. It’d be fun if Kate were here with us. Besides, I enjoy helping my community, doing a good deed here and there. I feel less and less like my father’s son everyday, and that’s a wonderful thing. But damn if I’m not worried. Brooks doesn’t know much about curses, but I was there when his mentor’s ghost came to warn us.

The only way to break the curse is to satisfy the conditions.

I gave Kate a challenge to race us to the finish line, and I’m starting to think that she’s way ahead in this game. If she wins, we lose. Because I know that woman, and I know that she’d rather sacrifice herself than see us hurt.

“Mint tea,” Brooks intones, preparing three mugs the old-fashioned way. Our shadows are toast, and magic is substantially more difficult without them. Doesn’t matter. We’ll find a way to get ‘em back eventually. “Honey?”

“Yeah, that’d be nice, thanks.” Marlowe is slumped and frowning, expression far away. I whistle for Ebon, and she flies in through an open window, settling on my shoulder and offering me a pecking kiss to the corner of my mouth. I stroke her absently, watching our Westwoods with fresh eyes. Now that he isn’t mouthing off to me on the regular, I like him. I like him a lot. He’s the brother I never had, and the best friend I always wanted.

He looks up and meets my eyes. I try to lighten the mood by raising both brows and grinning at him. We could be here all week by ourselves, sleeping very little and writing notes. Testing spells. Trying new ingredients. Every second spent in pursuit of breaking the curse.

“Admit it: I’m better than Dennis,” I tease and Marlowe laughs. It’s not the brightest laugh, but how could it be? Little bit bitter. Little bit sad. But a laugh is a laugh.

“You’re kidding me, right? He’s a bitter, rude asshole and a backstabber. Of course you’re better than him.” Lo crosses his arms, staring at me. West and East, opposite each other in the circle. Might be something to that, eh? Like Brooks and Kate challenge one another. Me and Marlowe do that, too. “But don’t distract me from this spell. We’re too close to get distracted.”

“This is a part of the spell,” Brooks says, making me a cup of the same mint honey tea when I don’t specify exactly what it is that I want. “Me, taking care of you both because I am the leader and this is all my fault.” He takes his seat, gently holding a cup of his own between his hands. He speaks calmly, slowly, matter-of-factly, leather-bound legs crossed. Bone collar. Hat covered in eyes.

Brooks insists on wearing these outfits on a night like tonight when anything could happen.

We need to be prepared. Even now, we’re sitting on the tip of a needle. But if we get nothing accomplished while Kate is away, we’ll never finish this spell. Sitting here and drinking tea together is charging our bodies, our hats, our spirits. Our morale is never low because Brooks knows what he’s doing.

I got real lucky. Maybe the only guy I would ever defer to in a tough situation. Marlowe and Kate, they could never be the leader. I almost smile into my tea, but I can’t ignore Brooks’ words.

“Now that we’ve all had a choice to go back and choose this fate for ourselves, we’re past the blame game. Isn’t that what you told Marlowe? Take your own advice.” I sip my drink and Brooks sighs, closing all eight of his eyes.

“You’re not wrong. Tonight is just… rougher than usual. I can’t figure out why Kate shifted on us like that. And our shadows? Fuck, that’s a rough break. I have to rethink everything in terms of the spell we had going.”

He’s not wrong. This is a setback, but we’ll figure it out. I drink my tea, and my body glows with magic. Marlowe, too. Brooks. We can glow together without Kate, but it hurts. It feels like blasphemy, like a curse in and of itself.

“Let’s feed her twice as many men as we usually do,” Brooks says after a few sips of his own tea. He’s staring at the table now in thought. There’s a loaf of sourdough bread there that we baked with Kate. Somehow, there’s cum in there, too, but you can’t taste it. The bread will last a long time, something we can keep in a pack in case we need a glamour while we’re out.

Treating the human world like it’s the Witchwoods is going to get us far. There’s nothing we can’t do as a coven. Nowhere we can’t go. Nothing we can’t avoid. Nothing we can’t have. The world is open to us. More than one world, maybe.

But none of that matters if we don’t get Kate back.

“You think she’ll be extra hungry tonight?” I ask, my wolf ears honed in on the Witch’s Tree. Even from this distance, I can hear the rustle of the breeze, the scamper of animals. The absence of Kate. I’m always waiting and listening to see when she’ll emerge from those woods.

I’m not the only one. I see a few of Brooks’ hat eyes locked in that direction as well.

Marlowe picks up his hat and narrows his eyes on it, spotting a snake on the brim. The reptile tries to bite him in the face, striking out and ending up in his fist. He breaks its neck and then tosses its body onto the table, spattering a bit of blood and venom from the creature’s hooked fangs.

“This is a good sacrifice. Preserve it,” Brooks instructs and Lo responds without hesitation, tearing an empty bottle from his hat and catching the snake’s blood as it drips off the edges of our kitchen table.

I continue to sip my mint tea, satisfied that Lo’s hat is pulling its weight. We don’t have to go out and hunt certain sacrifices; he can just make them on his hat. By will, if he focuses. And then, a few seconds later, the snake’s body turns into dirt and blows out the window on a supernatural breeze.

Marlowe caps the lid of the jar and sets it down, saving us the trouble of finding a serpent to kill. We needed a specific species for the curse spell, and it’s not something that lives around here. Nah, that was a Witchwoods snake.

“Excellent.” Brooks drains his cup and sets it aside, picking up the vial of blood and venom. He shakes it and the contents begin to glow. “Keep practicing, Lo. I want a kirin next.”

“You want me to grow a whole-ass unicorn-deer out of my hat? Are you nuts?” Marlowe scowls like Brooks is insane, but then his lips turn into a frown and he considers it. “That’d be a useful trick though, wouldn’t it?”

“It’s a game changer, Lo,” Brooks says calmly, but with a bit of fervor in his words. “Imagine how many sacrifices we could run through without having to go anywhere at all? If it takes mass slaughter to save Kate, then I have no problem painting the woods in blood.” He pockets the vial and stands up. “Stay here and practice. We’ll get the inhuman meat we need for Kate.”

“I hate being separated,” Marlowe complains, curling in on himself. He looks strange without his shadow wings, like half of a person or an inverted reflection. “But fine. I’ll see what I can do.” He sits back in his chair, staring at his hat. He makes poppies grow. Redwood seedlings. Trades those out for marigolds. A banana slug is curled around the cone this time. He plucks it off by the tail, and it tries to bite him. He flicks it onto the table and picks up the salt.

There’s no pleasure in killing things (except for the humans we give to Kate, they’re rotten), but we do what we have to do. Lo scoops the ooze that used to be the slug into another jar, capping it with a cork. He gets up to wash his hands with nice, steamy water.

“Alright,” Brooks begins, turning to me. Whatever he’s about to say is interrupted by a sharp, cutting feeling, like a knife being jammed beneath my ribs. Lo drops the soap into the sink and groans, hunching over it and clutching the edge with both hands hard enough to crack the counter.

Brooks is up on his feet already, wide-eyed and disturbed.

“She’s calling our magic,” he says quickly, and then he turns and starts running.

Marlowe and I are right behind him, sprinting through the front door without bothering to close it. The dog chases along beside us as we book it back in the direction of the Witch’s Tree. I’m taking Brooks seriously and doing what he wants, but goddamn if it isn’t hard to run.

Whatever Kate is doing—calling our magic the way we called to hers—it fucking hurts. I’m gasping and Marlowe is stumbling, and Brooks is way fucking ahead of us. I force myself to speed up, passing him and bursting beneath the trees at the McKay Community Forest.

I run through puddles and splash mud, break fern fronds to pieces under my boots. I’m heedless of the world, darting through the shadows and realizing as I go that the air is shifting from cool and wet to hot and steamy.

The forest fog turns into a sauna as I dart through it and skid to a stop in the clearing of the Witch’s Tree.

It’s on fire.

The Witch’s Tree—the one we couldn’t light up before—is blazing.

Brooks is right there, attempting to use his magic to get control of the flames.

“Oh my God.” Marlowe chokes the words out on my right, just before a massive waterfall of rain comes down from the sky, stifling the steam and smoke but doing absolutely nothing to the fire. I throw some wind in there, forcing the raindrops sideways as a violent gust billows through the woods.

The flames dance, but they don’t go out. If anything, they surge higher, destroying the tree and our only known entrance into the Witchwoods. We struggled to close that door with a full coven. If it shuts permanently, how are we supposed to open a new one when there’s only three of us?

Kate’s friends. We have Kate’s friends, I tell myself, but in truth, I’m terrified.

The exact same feeling I had when Kate died. When she left to follow the Hag’s lullaby.

I shove my arm into the hole on the tree, but nothing happens. The flames don’t even burn me. They don’t burn fucking anything in this forest except the only thing that matters.

“Focus!” Brooks calls out, like a general in the midst of war. He’s already in the south and on his knees, drawing sigils in the dirt. Improvising a spell on the fly. It’s incredible, the way he puts it together without slowing a beat.

She succeeded in calling on our magic. We did this, our coven. We set the Witch’s Tree on fire.

Embers and ashes float in the air above us as smoke blooms in the dark sky, funneling through the canopy and taking advantage of the clearing to seek the starry night above.

Draw. Draw. Draw. Draw. North. South. East. West.

We’re rolling back the power that’s flowing from us and through the tree, into Kate. She’s the one that’s casting this spell, but she’s casting as if she’s got a full coven. We call her magic back through the tree, trying to stifle her spell.

Doesn’t work.

“This is a curse,” Brooks chokes out, pausing with his finger pressed to the tip of a triangle in the dirt. He stills. Considers. Looks up at the pile of ashes in front of us. There’s not much of the tree left. Brooks lunges forward, digging his hands into the ashes. Doesn’t burn him, but nothing happens either.

He’s panting hard as he sits there on all-fours, staring down at the cooling gray dirt as the heat fades from the air and the woods go quiet. Limbs creak. A stray forest spirit starts to scream, like a rabbit with its throat slit.

“My home is gone!” it wails, and my blood turns to ice.

“No,” Marlowe whispers, eyes wide and veined with red. He’s about to lose it. He stands up and storms over to Brooks, hyperventilating as he stares at what’s left of the gate. As the gray dust spirals away in a wind I can’t control, it leaves behind a pile of bones.

Brooks sits back on his calves, holding one of the bones in his hand. He stares at it, green eyes calculating. He’s already trying to find a way out of this. But his hat? It speaks the truth of his emotions.

All six of those red eyes are wide and rolling, like a silent, violent, desperate scream.

I stay very still as a crack snaps straight through my psyche.

“Brooks.” I put my hands on my thighs, curling them into fists. Marlowe falls to the ground beside me, and even though he’s making no sound at all, he looks like he’s screaming, too. I think of his face after Kate died in the cottage. The absolute despair. He looks the same now. “What the fuck is this?”

“That bitch,” he breathes, and then he lets out a roar of frustration that I haven’t seen from him before. Brooks stands and throws the bone across the clearing, letting it smash into the tree on the other side and turn to dust. I want to strangle him because for all we know, that bone could be our ticket out of this.

But in my heart, I know why he did that.

Because he could feel it, too, the spell that Kate was casting.

She was breaking the curse of the Hag Wytch by destroying the Witch’s Tree.

Well-played, kitten, I think, and then I turn and throw up nearly black blood. Brooks turns toward me as Marlowe does the same, and then all three of us are on our knees, coughing up blood and… Brooks spits and Kate’s wedding ring lands on the ground between the three of us.

We all go still and stare at each other.

“Did Kate just block us from entering the Witchwoods?” Marlowe asks, like his brain is starting to splinter. He loses it in the most spectacular fucking way, standing up and grabbing onto either side of his hat brim as he screams. Rain comes down in an icy deluge on all three of us. Lightning and thunder crack in the sky, and all the hair on the back of my neck stands up. “What the actual fucking fuck?!”

“North,” Brooks breathes, picking up the ring and staring at it in horror. How it got from Kate’s finger into these ashes is a mystery. Our coven connection is entirely severed, and I feel it all over again: the realization that she’s dead.

What if those were her bones?

I look at Brooks, and I want to panic. I want to fucking freak out the way Marlowe is, like his skeleton is being pulled apart piece by piece. Tendons and ligaments snapping. Blood spraying. I can hear all of that in Lo’s cries. He was always too nice for the Witchwoods. We’ve broken him so many times that I never know if this is the fit that he doesn’t recover from.

If he becomes the irredeemable monster that he’s so afraid of.

I crawl over to Brooks and take Kate’s ring from his finger, slipping it on mine. I grab him by the face and we look at each other, panting and covered in blood.

“We’ll get out of this, yeah?” I ask him, because this is his job. I need him to instruct me, like a general in a combat zone. Marlowe, too. We need guidance here. Even with all the studying we’ve been doing, I don’t understand magic the way he does, and we need to find a way back to Kate as soon as possible.

If she’s still alive.

We have no coven connection to her anymore. I can’t sense our North. Our North is gone. It feels like I’m sitting at her gravesite and then, as if in response to my thoughts, a headstone pops crooked through the ground. It marks the space where the Witch’s Tree used to stand.

There’s no epitaph on it, but the sight is terrifying enough that Marlowe loses it all over again. He falls to the ground in a puddle and lets the rain come down on him. The forest spirit is still screaming, and the world feels like it’s tilted at the wrong angle.

Grief. This is what grief looks like, like we’ve just poked the thing in the tree and felt the universe go topsy-turvy on us.

“We have… the other coven,” Brooks says, but his voice is far away and all of the eyes on his hat are squeezed shut. “We… we’ll open a new gate. Someone must’ve put that one in the tree at some point, right? I’m sure… yeah, we’ll find another way. We’ll find it. We have to find it.”

Marlowe appears suicidal and Brooks notices, getting his shit together, and reaching up to grab my wrist.

“I said everything would be fine in the end, didn’t I? It doesn’t matter where Kate is. It doesn’t even matter if she’s dead. We’ll find her.” Brooks pushes me away and turns to crawl over to Marlowe on his knees. Both of them are on their knees. “Look at me. Trust me. That’s all you have to do Lo, is trust me.”

“I’m trying,” Marlowe breathes, swaying a little. He reaches out and grabs onto Brooks’ wrist, squeezing so hard that his witch claws cause our Southwoods to bleed. The hot crimson mixes with the rain as Lo tries to get himself together, water running from the brim of his hat in a cold waterfall. “But you make it so goddamn hard. I hate you right now.”

“I know,” Brooks murmurs, gently removing his coven mate’s hand. I make myself stand because it feels disrespectful to kneel when Kate is… Kate… Oh my fucking God. Marlowe stands up, too, but when he picks up a log and throws it, neither Brooks nor I stop him.

We let him rage while Brooks calculates and I struggle to breathe.

It feels like Kate is dead.

Brooks starts a fire in front of the gravestone, staring down at it. He throws no shadow. I throw no shadow. Marlowe looks alone in his grief without a demon-winged companion.

I walk over to him and grab onto his arms, stopping him from punching the redwood tree. Unlike Kate, he can’t break my hand. I catch his fist, arm muscles bunching as I keep back the force of that self-destructive rage.

He looks at me, and I look back at him.

Black eyes on gray ones.

We both turn to Brooks, sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, a bubble of rain-free space around him. The rest of the clearing continues to be flooded, raindrops spattering in puddles and catching the light from the flames.

“Oh, baby,” Brooks murmurs, almost to himself. “Wait until you fucking see what I’m going to do to that ass when I find you.”

And then he puts his face in his hands and just sits there. He’ll rally himself. He always does. But just for a minute, he feels it. We all feel it.

A broken coven of widowers.

“Kate.” Marlowe sits down hard on the ground, but I stay standing, leaning back against the tree with a howl stuck in the back of my throat.

Don’t let it out, Tanner. Even if it’s a lie, tell yourself that everything will work out just fine. Because if you don’t, you’ll fall apart and then what? Then what?

“Now what?” I ask, and Brooks drops his hands to his lap. “Brooks, tell me what to do, or I swear to God.”

“Catch your tears,” he says, his voice encased in ice. His expression is distant, strange. “The first tears of grief are a powerful thing.”

Shamelessly, all alone in the woods, we allow ourselves to gather all the very worst feelings and thoughts, and we channel them into magic we can use.

Eventually.

That’s the beginning of hell.

I thought I’d seen it all before, but I haven’t seen shit just yet.
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Kate

Nobody comes for me.

I know that the whole point of the curse is that I have to truly suffer, and I can’t do that if I’m sitting around hoping to be rescued. For months, I waited on a stump outside the front door of the cottage, lost in a sleeping forest all by myself.

It’s been hard, losing so much time to the curse. It’s only one night a month that anything in the Witchwoods is awake with me, and I’m not coherent for it. I kill everything in sight, and then I wake up next to the Pit.

That scares the shit out of me.

I’m sitting on Brooks’ bed in the downstairs bedroom of the cottage, arms wrapped around my bent knees. I’ve been rocking back and forth for hours now. Hours. It’s dark and cold here. Nothing but trees for miles.

I understand how Brooks must’ve felt when he was here alone. God. I try not to think about Brooks. About Tanner. Marlowe. My friends. My pets. My grandmother’s house. Bagels. Coffee. Sunshine. Bubble tea. The smell of paint. Georgia’s red-lipped smile.

Being the Hag Wytch is a truly miserable fate, a price hefty enough to warrant three resurrections. I’m not conscious for long periods of time, but when I am, I remind myself that I’d make all the same choices all over again just to have what I held so briefly. Love and friendship like I had doesn’t happen for everyone.

I was lucky.

Even now, I know that.

I lift my head up and dry my tears with my arm.

The facts are these: I’m going to be stuck in the Witchwoods. I will never see the men again. I can’t even feel our coven bonds. Destroying the Witch’s Tree severed something I didn’t believe could be severed. When I search for that part of me, it’s like a missing limb.

I whimper and press my mouth against my arm, biting down and trying not to freak out.

If you only have a few minutes of sentience at a time, try to enjoy them, Kate. This is it, all you have left.

I make myself climb out of bed and head upstairs, start a fire, tear all of the dirty blankets off the living room couch. I stare at the pile of crimson-soaked furs. Most of it is Brooks’ blood. Some of it was gore from the Pit, when I dove in trying to get the corpse pumpkin.

I’m not sure how or why I’m even allowed in the cottage at all. This is a safe space from the Hag Wytch, isn’t it? Intent, maybe? I’m not hunting. I’m not killing. I’m just… sad.

Sad people are allowed inside and violent monsters are not. I’m so thankful to have this space. Imagine if I had to live in the nest, spending every night in a cold stone chamber filled with the belongings of the dead.

Grief explodes inside of me, and I find myself dragging a bloody fur up and pulling it around my shoulders. I sit in front of the hearth, relieved to know that I can still cast fire magic without Brooks around. I snuggle into his blood and close my eyes, screwing them shut against my own pain, breathing in the smell of him.

This is Brooks’ iron. This is Brooks’ gore. This is part of Brooks.

I burrow into the fur blanket as the flames crackle, and my mind drifts to all the things I’ve learned about magic. This blood—and the little that remains from the mens’ deaths—is powerful. I could do a lot with this. I might not be a part of a coven any longer, but this was made when we were all together.

It should count.

I get up and scrape some of the blood from the floor into a vial, lifting it to eye-level to stare at it.

My hat flicks out its tongue to try and taste it, and my horned shadow lifts her head from the fetal position to look at me.

“Don’t you dare eat any of this,” I warn the hat, my voice echoing in the empty cottage. I clutch the vial in my hand, and then I get to work.
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My spell is a success.

The vial of blood has been transferred to the cauldron, brewed with plenty of spell ingredients. Hair from the men that I found in their beds. Willow tree bark and toad blood and spider legs and spit and the tears I shed when I tried to masturbate with the smooth hilt of a knife and cut my hand on the blade. Didn’t matter. Still fucked myself with the blood as lube.

It took a ton of effort, and I wasn’t sure if… but it does. It works. I’ve thrown the vial at the wall and watched it explode in a puff of purple smoke.

When the smoke clears, I see them.

All three of my lovers standing in the center of the living room.

There’s blood everywhere, and Brooks has his arms outstretched on either side, a palm to Tanner’s chest. A palm to Marlowe’s. A fight must’ve broken out because they’re both bleeding from the nose. Both have split lips. Marlowe is nursing his left side.

“Are you two finished?” Brooks asks as a memory plays out directly in front of me.

I’ve spent the past several weeks getting these charms right, working them so that when I activate one, I can witness a scene from the past. I sit down heavily in one of the chairs at the table, tears of relief streaming down my face.

I’ll be alone here, but I don’t have to be alone-alone. I have dozens of vials. Dozens. More than a hundred of them. I catch my own tears in a clean jar, because Brooks is a good teacher and he taught me well.

“Tell him not to come at me,” Tanner growls, spitting blood on the floor. He looks Marlowe up and down and then curls his lip. “I’m trying with you, you know that? Stop testing me.”

“If I can kill you one day, I will,” Marlowe vows, shaking out his hands as he throws Brooks’ arm off and storms into his bedroom. He slams the door, and I hear it lock.

The memory fades, and I desperately throw another vial. I should conserve these. I have far more time ahead of me than I have spells, but I can’t resist. I haven’t heard the voice of another person for nearly months now.

My very worst fear of being alone is now my reality.

Alone.

I am absolutely, eternally alone.

I slide off the chair and land on the floor as green smoke puffs into the air near the staircase. The memory smudges itself into view, overlaid on top of reality but stronger. Like this glimpse of the past is what’s real, and I’m just a dream.

I feel like a ghost. So much so that I refuse to look into a mirror because I’m worried I might not have any eyes. My heart is a series of stutters and palpitations as I struggle to breathe.

In the memory, Marlowe opens his door and drags his mattress out of his room. He takes it down the stairs, and I scramble to follow, desperate not to miss any of this. I run up beside him, blurring the edges when I reach out and try to touch his face.

He looks so sad. So broken and lonely and sad. He finds his way to Brooks’ door and opens it, dragging his mattress inside. He leaves it on the ground near the doorway and crawls onto it, curling up and putting his hands over his ears.

I hear the sound of something being eaten outside. We’re underground and beneath a tree, but whatever is out there is huge. There’s cracking and splintering sounds. Gurgles and strangled cries. Chewing. Blood drips down through the wood planks on the ceiling, plunk-plunk-plunking into a puddle on the floor.

The image fades, leaving me alone in Brooks’ room again.

Mercifully enough, I black out.
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It’s too depressing to record how much time is passing, so I stop. I have eternal life, don’t I? I’ve accepted my fate, spending whatever time I have awake in bed. Crying. Watching the men.

I scoot closer to Tanner’s hologram, curled up on his bed beside him as he bites his lower lip and throws his head back into the pillows.

“Mmm,” he growls, cock slippery with lube as he thrusts up and into his own fist. His eyes are squeezed shut, a naughty little smile on his face. I press my tongue against the inside of my own cheek, watching him.

“What the fuck are you imagining?” I grouse, plunging my fingers deeper into my tight pussy. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll be jealous. It better not be a real girl.”

Tanner fades from sight, and I let out a gasp, using my dirty wet fingers to snag one of the rapidly disappearing vials from the nightstand. I throw it against the wall beside the bed and wait for Tanner to reappear.

He’s sleeping this time, facing toward me with his lips parted and his black and gold hair tumbling over his forehead. In his hand, he sleeps with a big ol’ hunting knife. One eye cracks open and startles me a little, but I don’t stop touching myself.

Tanner opens his other eye and then sits up, his ghostly knee disappearing into my side. I shiver and pump my fingers harder, fucking myself shamelessly because orgasms at least help chase back the bottomless despair I feel. The endless loneliness.

He drinks from a bottle, leaning back against the wall, and he stares at the blankets. In his eyes, I see it. The very same emotion that I’m feeling now. He reaches up and scratches at the stubble on his chin with his fingers. The rough sound makes me come hard, and I arch my hips up, squeezing around my own fingers but refusing to close my eyes.

I collapse into the bed as the image fades again.

I lie there alone in the light of the glowing stone that makes up the bedside lamp. I found the spell for these in one of the many grimoires left in the cottage, and I’ve made plenty for myself. This house is full of supplies so I never go hungry—not that I have to eat regular food as the Hag Wytch, but damn it hurts if I don’t—and rarely do I have to search for spell ingredients.

The men left me a fully-stocked cottage to grieve in.

And I do.

I grieve worse than I’ve ever grieved before, to the point that I look forward to the blackouts.

Tonight, I don’t get one.

I fall asleep and wake with my wings wrapped around me in a feathery cocoon.

Then I start the process all over again, binge-watching the memories of my coven in this cottage. Learning things about the men that I never knew. I see Marlowe crying in his mess of a room, surrounded by the relics of his past as he transforms from a sweet young man to a monster.

Tanner starts off with a playboy swagger, breaks into a violent woodsman, and then evens out as time goes by. He never fights much with Brooks, not even in the oldest of memories where there’s just the two of them.

There are even memories of me in this place. My first night here, fighting with Marlowe in the foyer. Watching Tanner shove the kitchen table across the floor to leave a groove before he fucks me. Brooks, studying stacks of books and writing piles of new magical text.

I learn how to break down animal carcasses. How to cook with the unique spices of the Witchwoods. What my coven’s conversations were like before they found me. I talk to them, too, even if they can’t answer.

I fill my time by mixing different kinds of paint. I have plenty of experience making my own art supplies. I combine those skills with a little bit of magic, and I end up with a wonderful palette of colors.

For weeks, I sit and paint the cats on the newel post and banister that leads to the lowest level of the house, and I watch memories until the spells run dry.

I dig in my pocket looking for another and come up empty. I check the cabinet in the kitchen. I check the bedrooms. I come to the conclusion that they’re all gone. Every last one of them.

Ah.

So I hadn’t hit rock bottom yet.

Good to know that I have deeper to fall.

I sprint outside and into the dark, empty woods. All alone but for the glowing flowers and the wind in the trees. No animals. No monsters. No men. Nothing.

I collapse at the ground where the Witch’s Tree used to stand and find myself staring at a blank gravestone. I dig in the dirt like a crazy person. I dig and dig and dig, using my earth magic to make a tunnel.

It goes down a long fucking way.

When I jump in, I fall for a long time, hit the stone at the bottom, and pass out.

My body dies, but I’m immortal, so I feel it all and then I come back to life.

It’s the worst experience ever, waking up with my cheek pressed to the cold ground, lying in a puddle of my own blood.

Tears flow silently from my face as I lay there wondering why they’re still not here.

Why my coven still hasn’t come.

All three of them promised me separately that no matter what, they’d find me. They said if I were alone, I should hum. So I do. I lie there by myself and I hum and I cry. A North without a coven. A woman without friends, lovers, or a living world.

In a nightmare of sleep and time, I break in half.

And the curse snaps with me.

Bargain fulfilled. Price paid. Mission complete.

If there was anyone else around, I could pass the curse on. I feel that sensation sweep over me like a sneeze. If I coughed or spit, I’d spread those germs to someone else. Instinctually, I know how to curse a new person in my stead.

The existence of the Witchwoods makes perfect sense.

I am here to suffer.

I am in hell.
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Kate

If the gate were still open, I’d have the future hope of finding a person as desperate as I was when the men died. I could pray for death. I could imagine seeing Brooks and Tanner and Marlowe, Georgia and Fernanda and Tacy, Stix and Ebon and Flick, in the afterlife. In the next life. I could at least hope for oblivion.

Instead, I have blackouts.

I’ll be sitting in front of the fire with a cup of hot tea, and then I’ll lose time. I’ll come back to a cold mug, wearing the blood of my victims and leaving a trail of carnage in my wake. Sit on the couch with the bloody fur. Stare into the flames.

Eventually, I get over myself and I wake up one day with this thought: I could be happy here.

I was happy alone before. I was. I had my painting business, and my house, and I had a routine I could count on. What is it that I always tell the guys? Not to be sorry if they’d make the same decision twice?

Well, I’d make the same decision an infinite number of times.

The men I love are free of this awful place, free of all the horrible memories they left behind. All of the souls inside the Hag Wytch were able to escape and move on, including Brooks’ sister. I’ve single-handedly solved violent and sex crimes in the county of Humboldt.

My friends are witches. The gate is gone so the world is safe. Influencers and YouTubers and people like John Gilley or Viv or Hoax.

And the Hag Wytch… I think about her as I push open the front door to diffused sunlight. It peeks through the heavy canopy as I step out for the first time on my own. The Witchwoods, this terrifying and foreign place, doesn’t seem so scary now.

I’m the villain here.

I’m the one with the power.

So I start to walk. I walk and I walk and I walk until I find myself standing in an orchard filled with glowing peaches. They all have mouths with teeth, but they’re also all asleep. I pluck one and stare down at it, taking a bite and feeling golden sweetness explode across my tongue.

I raise my brows.

It’s delicious. Fucking delicious. I start pulling peaches down from the branches, walking barefoot through knee-high wildflowers that shimmer with brilliant, white light. Pollen collects on the purple suede pants I found in Brooks’ mentor’s wardrobe.

I stuff all of the fruit in a sack, climb a tree with the Hag’s strength, and find myself above everything. The bright blue of a morning sky fills the world above me. White fluffy clouds. Gold light.

And as far as the eye can see, woods.

Hills and mountains and valleys—trees.

Everywhere, trees, trees, trees.

I take a breath, swing my wings downward and take off into the sky.
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There are blue pools and fields of rainbow flowers. I explore caves with crystals in the ceiling and butterflies clinging to the walls. There are pits of bones with huge snakes curled around them. There are bats bigger than I am living in the narrow spaces between large rocks, hooked feet caught on the huge, twisted branches of wych elms.

The Witchwoods are beautiful, even if they’re asleep.

They’re also dangerous.

I find myself dying horrible deaths every now and then. Drowning in those blue pools. Slipping off those large rocks and breaking my bones. Crawling into that hollow log that Brooks once warned me about and ending up poisoned by the mushrooms that grow inside of it. Guess he was right about that one, huh? I even got my wings sucked into the wooden grates in our bathroom cave and drowned twice before I could pull myself out of there.

Twice. I drowned twice.

I shiver.

Every day, I work my hardest to be happy. I fight through every moment with a smile on my face, even when I’m crying. I take advantage of an experience that no other human has ever had—except for her. That poor girl I struck down in a nest of human hair and stolen trinkets.

Saving the Hag Wytch from a fate worse than death is the nicest thing I’ve ever done.

I feel the weight of that deed with every step, and I try to be proud. It’s hard to give yourself love, but there’s nobody else around to do it. It has to be me. If I don’t take care of my heart, who will?

So I let it happen.

I let myself feel proud. I give myself permission to be happy. It isn’t easy. Every day, it’s a chore. Every day, it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But somehow, I get through it by putting one foot in front of the other. Normal people don’t get the chance to resurrect their family, and I did. I got extra time, and it was more than worth it.

I learn to hunt. To break down the meat. To cook for myself. I read all of the books in the cottage. I start writing my own.

The men remain a part of my life. I go through their things and get to know them the way I would’ve liked to if we’d had a life together. I smile as I find a journal in Marlowe’s room, flipping through it and studying his violent, angry handwriting. He was never meant to be in a place like this. He’s home with his family now though, isn’t he?

One day, I don’t know when, I’m out looking for mushrooms when I break my foot by slipping between two rocks. The pain is immense, but I’m used to hurting myself. I sit with my back against a tree and wait to heal, but nothing happens.

It’s an effort to drag myself back to the cabin, to find a jar of salve and apply it. Takes a few minutes, but I end up healing. Not because of my Hag powers, but because the men left a wonderful supply of medicine behind.

“What the fuck was that?” I ask my hat as the tongue laps some excess salve from my fingers, filling my mouth with the taste of mint. My shadow claps her hands and cocks her horned head to one side, pointing at me.

I’m not proud to say that it takes me an entire day to realize that my wings are gone.

And, on that same night, the night of the new moon, I don’t sing the world to sleep at dawn.

The Witchwoods stay awake. I don’t black out. I don’t change shape. I don’t kill anything. Don’t eat any raw flesh.

Sitting there on a stool in my cottage in the middle of the forest, I realize that I’m human again.

The curse … I thought I’d broken the curse when I burned down the Witch’s Tree. But I didn’t. I only just now broke the fucking curse.

I’m alone, but I’m happy here.

I didn’t have to pass the curse on; I had to beat it at its own game.

“Holy shit,” I whisper, gripping the stool and curling over myself with a sudden burst of laughter. My hat is licking my face and my shadow is dancing for joy in circles around me, sharp and wild and free.

I run up the stairs and fling open the front door to the sound of birds, the scampering of rodents with double tails. A scintillating world with a dash of sunshine. It’s still dangerous, Kate. And it is, I know that, but I don’t give a fuck.

If there are demi-cats peering at me from the brush, a ghost crouching in the foliage nearby, and a chorus of forest spirits, then I’m not alone.

“Happy birthday, witch!” they sing at me, twig limbs clacking as they spin in circles, dancing for joy. “Happy birthday, human!”

Pine needles rain down from the sky like evergreen rain.

I’m twenty-three years old today.

It’s been six months since I made a deal with the devil and burned down that tree.

“Thank you,” I say primly, reaching up to adjust my witch hat with a sniff. “And since it’s my birthday, and since I’m no longer immortal, I say there’s no better time to start a garden.”

“Ooo, mugwort. The witch will grow mugwort.” They point at me from the trees as I turn to head back into the house for an axe. I’ll cut down a tree and build a planter box—

Pain slams into me and I fall to my knees, clutching at my throat as I start to cough, choking and suffocating on blood as it comes up from my lungs in a hot rush. I spatter the ground in red as the forest spirits cheer.

I’m panting hard, digging my fingers into the moist earth. Something hard and metallic hits me in the tongue and I gag, spitting up three pieces of metal that hit the dirt in front of me.

One of them spins before coming to a stop and revealing a turquoise gem with a black triangle in the center. Marlowe’s wedding ring. I look up and there’s Tanner’s. Brooks’. I can’t breathe, reaching out to snatch them up.

Nausea and dizziness hit me again, and the coughing starts back up. Black blood oozes from my lips, spilling spirits out of me like I’m expelling tar. I spit up the ghosts of everyone I’ve ever eaten. I even hack up the mens’ shadows.

An antlered nightmare stretches twenty feet in the air opposite me. One with wings unfurls like a snake and stretches the wings of a bat like a black cloud against the red-brown tree trunks. The last wraps his pair of double tails around the neck of my horned one, and I let out a sob. My hands slap over my mouth as I feel all three of those shadows attach themselves to me.

I stumble to my feet and into a small patch of sunlight, looking behind me to see that I’ve now got four shadows stuck to my heels and cutting through the yellow light of the small clearing.

“Congratulations! You broke the curse!” The forest spirits are bouncing up and down and laughing. They’re laughing at me. I laugh back. I laugh until I’m crying and then until I’m just crying.

The shadows surround me, smothering me in magic that smells as familiar as those beds I refuse to wash. I will never wash them. Never. Fucking never. With a sniffle, I swipe my arm under my nose and get my shit together.

There’s nobody else out here but me, and I didn’t go through all that just to starve.

“Huh.” I encourage all four of the shadows to coax living wood from the earth in front of my house, creating an intricate wooden planter box out of nothing. I exhale sharply.

All I need is my magic. Brooks told me that his mentor built that cottage all by herself, without a coven. Whether she built it before or after she was in a coven with the previous Hag Wytch, I don’t know. Doesn’t matter.

I’ll fill it with dirt, plump it with vegetables, and I’ll do it with my shadows, my hat, and my hands.

I’m alone, but I’m now a garden witch in a fantasy forest.

There are worse fates.

No there’s not.

I miss you guys so much. I love you so much. I will never not think about you. That’s what’ll get me through this to the end and, hopefully, to the other side so we can meet again.

With a deep breath, I roll up my sleeves and get to work.

Happy birthday, Kate. Happy fucking birthday.
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I’m outside working in my garden when a cold chill pricks the back of my neck. I sit up, fingers resting on the waxy leaves of a Witchwoods strawberry. What was that? I search the clearing in front of the cottage, but I don’t see anything.

Doesn’t mean there’s not something there.

I have to be careful not to get caught up in how beautiful everything here is, how exciting it is to exist alongside monsters and spirits and ghosts. I’m so lonely that any company feels like good company, and that’s not a healthy attitude to have in a place like this.

For the last few weeks, everything’s been fine. Great. I’ve been eating well and sleeping peacefully. Taking turns in Marlowe’s bed, Tanner’s bed, Brooks’ bed. Trying to figure out how to recreate the memory spell without their blood. It’s been as good as it could be without—

Something nails me right in the neck. I don’t see what it is. Don’t want to know what it is. But it got me. Goddamn, it got me good.

I’m bleeding as I stumble into the cottage, turning and desperately trying to drag the door shut against an attack. Stay calm, Kate. Think like the boys. Act like the boys. Nothing fazes them. They don’t let anything faze them. I don’t know what’s trying to eat me today, but that’s life in the Witchwoods for you. Something is always trying to eat you here.

I just need to get safe.

Need to close the door.

I can’t get it fully closed. I’m too weak. I’m on the ground with one leg outside the cottage, my bloody hands slipping on the floor as I try to drag myself to safety.

I’m bleeding to death, holy fuck.

The door is forced open by whatever it is, and I let out a horrible scream as it shows its face.

It’s one of the ghosts I spat out. It’s a man with no eyes, leering at me. It’s my actual worst fucking nightmare—a pedophile/rapist/murderer ghost.

Shit.

The ghost gnashes his teeth at me, dragging me out of the house and down the front path that I’ve been building. Cute little wood slices as stepping stones. I summoned them, so they’ll never decay or get weather-worn. Adorable and very practical for a forest witch.

There’s a full moon tonight, silver light cracking through the evergreen boughs.

The thing about the Witchwoods is this: spirits can choose to stick around here if they so please. They aren’t forced to move on the way they are back home. I’ve been living in this forest with all of the horrible human monsters that I ate, and now… seems like they’ve decided to haunt me.

To pay me back for what I did to them.

I’m screaming as my attacker drags me into a clearing filled with dozens of other ghosts.

Is there a spell to get me out of this? To heal my wound? Can I fuck this spirit up? I don’t know if I have answers to any of those questions, but I can’t let it end like this, can I?

Not sure if I have a choice in the matter.

A silver arrow pierces the skull of one of the ghosts, knocking it into the trunk of a tree and pinning it there with the clack of bone charms tied to its shaft. It squirms, shudders, and then falls still before fading away to dust. Another arrow hits the one that’s holding me in the center of his face.

A volley of arrows, like a team of archers is on the other side of this foliage.

I’m dying, but I’m not immortal this time.

With my cheek pressed to the cold earth again, I hum a final time.

Tonight, under the brilliant white light of the full moon, somebody hums back.
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Brooks

Kate is on the ground, bleeding to death.

This happened to us once before, and we couldn’t save her. All you can do in life is the very best you can do, push as hard as you dare to push. Fight as long as you can. We don’t have the worst timing in the world, but I’m horrified with myself because we’re almost too late.

“I’m here, honey,” I tell her, rolling her onto her back. Kate is searching for me with her hands, her eyes glazed over as her lids droop on the way to passing out. I cut my wrist open and spill my blood over her wounds, coating her body in slick, hot red.

Our Northwoods, the mother of my invention.

I have to keep reinventing the wheel just to keep Kate around, and so here we are. Until now, we didn’t know if Katelynn was alive or dead in these woods. Had no fucking clue. We literally just got here, and this is what I walk into?

Tanner takes his place in the east, an arrow shaft between his teeth. One end has a silver point, the other is strung with finger bones for a successful exorcism. He lifts blue-gray eyes to my face, and then slits his own wrist without even looking at it.

Marlowe kneels in the west, tossing his bow aside. It clatters against the ground as he follows orders without me having to say anything at all, without losing a single second to hesitation. Intuitive. Precise. Giving up the fighting and the animosity has honed the three of us into a fine blade.

Liquid cascades over our North’s throat, knitting the flesh together as we bleed ourselves to the limit of what we can physically take. Our shadows unwind from Kate’s body, and her coven sigil begins to glow with red fire. A silver breeze. A splash of bright blue. Green. Back to red again.

All four of us are glowing, bright as stars, casting horribly harsh light into a forest that likes it dark. Ghosts and spirits and monsters flee. Somewhere in the distance, a gore-bear snarls in fright and trundles in the opposite direction from us.

A recently reunited coven is not something to be fucked with.

I will ruin that bear.

“What are you doing here?” Kate whispers as I shove the brim of my hat up and out of my way with my free hand. She’s staring up at the three of us with tears tracing pinkish rivulets through the blood on her face. Her hat’s tongue snaps out to taste the sweat on my own face, and I can scarcely imagine how horrible my emotions must taste.

Does pissed off have a flavor?

“You know damn well what we’re doing here,” I murmur, my own tears falling on her face. That was an accident. That should not have happened. Feelings are for later. “Saving your ass is a full-time job.”

I lean over Kate, part her sweet lips and… I spit into her mouth.

She’ll forgive me when we all heal up like nothing happened.

Kate reaches for me as I climb on top of her, shoving her pants down with the boys’ help and mounting her in the blood-soaked dirt of a clearing surrounded by the ashes of exorcised ghosts.

I am witch, jury, and executioner.

I fuck my wife into the esoteric earth of the Witchwoods, and I watch as Tanner and Marlowe take turns kissing her. Making her swallow some of them, too. Blood and spit. Nothing new here.

Coming inside of Kate as she clings to me, as she digs her nails into my back and chants my name like a summons… it’s exquisite. I rock our hips together until my body gives in, surrendering myself to Kate in a way I never would otherwise. My only white flag to wave.

I stare down at my wife with a dangerous fervor. Watching that tree burn was the worst thing I have ever experienced. Six months of absolute hell trying to figure out a way back into these woods.

The deepest despair I’ve ever felt. Ever. That flavor I can’t forget. The taste that kills you, shapes you, remakes you. It’s like sin on the tongue.

Only this time, I didn’t suffer alone.

That’s how I got through it, because I had responsibility to Marlowe. To Tanner. To Kate, most of all.

I draw myself out of her tight channel, but I stay close as Tanner mounts her next. Her arms go around his neck, and she’s sobbing. She’s weeping against him. Moaning and weeping.

“I know this is for a spell, but I missed you, too. Fuck, I missed you guys.”

Tanner wraps himself around her entire body, consumes her while I watch the last of Kate’s wounds heal over. See the color returning to her cheeks. Hazel eyes brightening. Tanner’s orgasm is enough to push the magic over the edge and leave a surplus.

It hangs heavy and sticky in the air, all of that power.

When it comes time for Marlowe and Kate to be together, there’s no need to rush.

She’s fully healed, and this display of debauchery is simply because we love each other.

“Fuck me, that was close,” Tanner breathes as he watches them make love in the dirt. My eyes shift up to the cottage, to the planter boxes filled with flowers and fruits and vegetables, visited by fat-bodied moths that sparkle and glitter.

“Way too close,” I agree, returning my attention to Kate’s face. I study every detail of her expression as she orgasms violently in Marlowe’s arms. He has to hold her still to help her through the aftershocks, his own climax ending far before hers does.

Wedding rings are exchanged, putting everyone’s back where they should be: on our goddamn fingers.

“How did you find me?” Kate wonders as Lo pulls out of her and tucks himself back into his leather pants. He helps her sit up and lean back against the trunk of a tree. His hands roam her body. Needy. Frantic. Him and Tanner both, they can’t keep to themselves, and I don’t blame them.

I’m smiling. Despite everything, I am fucking smiling—and I never smile.

“The coven laid hands on her,” the forest spirits cry as the four of us sit there in those horrible woods, talking freely. No Hag Wytch. No curse.

And a way out.

I learn my lessons, I never make the same mistake twice, and I will do anything for love.

“I’m so fucking angry with you,” Marlowe whispers, but he’s too soft on Kate to follow up with his threats. If anyone’s going to discipline our North and whip this coven into shape, it has to be me.

“You broke my only rule again.” Tanner’s words are gruff, and equally lacking in conviction.

“Please tell me that I’m not dead,” Kate murmurs, peering back at us in wonder. Crying silently. Shaking. Knees tucked together, feet cock-eyed and dressed in boots with rucked leather pants bunched above them. Cum dripping out of her.

“You’re not dead, but you’ll wish you were when I’m done with you.” I lift my chin as I gaze down at her. Can she see how badly I’m trembling? How, here, now, I want to be anything but a leader. I’m just Mr. Poppy, Kate’s husband.

“I deserve a spanking this time for sure,” she agrees, and I lose it. I’m grabbing her and kissing her like it’s our dark wedding all over again. Offering my obscene vows. My double-edged promises. Shadow antlers stretch up into the night sky and touch the silver disc of the moon. “You win, and I’m so fucking grateful that you never stopped trying.”
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Kate

We hold hands as we walk through the woods, skirting monsters with too many eyes and flowers that drip poison from their pistils. I’m nervous, but I’m not afraid. I can’t stop squeezing their hands, can’t stop staring at Brooks as he glances repeatedly back at me. The eyes on his hat are silently crying, even if he’s not.

“I still don’t believe this is happening,” I tell Tanner, my voice shaky. I’m so afraid right now. I’m afraid because if this isn’t real, then I don’t know what I’ll do when I wake from this dream. Hope is great until it’s dashed.

I’ve been living all alone here for months. Wishing for my coven. Convincing myself that they weren’t coming. Fighting my way through the gloom of grief and desperation. Emerging triumphant. Encountering them exactly when I needed them most.

We make a wonderful team, I realize. A truly wonderful team.

“You’re in trouble for burning that tree,” Marlowe grouses, but he can’t stop looking at me and making faces. Sexy faces. Blushing, too. He can’t stop feeling me up to make sure I’m here beside him. His palm is sweaty with nerves, and I love it. “Huge trouble.”

“How’d you manage to pull that one off anyway?” Brooks asks me, voice soft and gentle but prying.

I think about the thing that touches back, and I shiver. My hat’s tongue licks Tanner, and my own taste buds turn metallic with obsession. If he could sew us together, he might. Wouldn’t surprise me.

I squeeze his hand again, and he squeezes back, my ring digging into his skin.

A symbol of a union that was never broken. Our coven bond was always there, but it was like a whisper in the wind or a piece of string. A red thread of fate on our pinkies. Fate. It was fate, sitting in a forgotten corner of a forgotten forest.

“I’ll tell you later. It’s… a weird story. Apparently, there was a giant goat demon that lived in that tree. It was fucking horrifying.”

Brooks stops walking, and we all slam into his back.

“A goat demon? Like…” Tanner stops talking as Brooks whirls around and grabs onto my shoulders with both hands. Marlowe seems to think there’s something funny about that, his laughter edged with hysteria. He wouldn’t laugh at all if he’d seen the thing for himself.

“The devil or something?” Lo asks, but Brooks only shakes his head.

“No, it was Father Earth,” he whispers, and the very air around us goes still. I think about one of our earlier incantations, the one that opened the Witch’s Tree gate in the first place. We asked for help from Father Earth.

But some things are best left in the unknown.

Some things are better when they’re a secret.

And Father Earth, he’s older than the devil.

We stop talking about that. Stop talking at all. We walk close. Wary. Watching the woods.

When we come upon a well, this lone stone structure in the middle of the unforgiving forest, I shiver. It’s the very last thing I would ever touch in a place like this.

“Hop in,” Marlowe whispers to me, taking me by the arms and gently pushing me forward. “I’ll be right behind you.”

“Tanner, go first,” Brooks instructs, and Tanner reaches down to kiss my hand, dragging me behind him. He climbs onto the curved rock wall and takes a seat, staring down at pitch-black waters made of ink and shadow. I swallow down my fear, holding onto my coven and understanding in an instant what the phrase implicit trust means.

Brooks takes his own seat on the wall beside Marlowe, and the four of us lock hands.

“Ready?” he asks, and then we’re all scooting forward, edging toward the water, and falling.
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There’s a splash, and I gasp as I hit the freezing water. It’s the last breath I’m able to take, a current dragging us all under and into the depths of an endless well. Something grabs my ankle, and I scream, bubbles exploding from my mouth as the world turns, flips, spins.

I’m dizzy, nauseous, and then I’m no longer going down but bobbing up.

My head breaks the surface with another gasp, and I find myself being hauled out of the well and thrown onto the ground. Marlowe is above me, soaking wet and dressed in leather, love, and bullshit.

He kneels down, covers my mouth, and offers up CPR that I don’t need.

“Stop that.” I bat at him, but he barely moves.

We’re both panting as he draws back and Tanner squats down by my head. Brooks is right there on the other side. The three of them offer me absolutely zero space as I sit up and look around.

We’re in the park.

We’re in the fucking city park.

There’s a well in the rhododendron garden to the right of the zoo. For such a small town, it’s weird that we have a zoo at all. The garden is pretty, but it’s nothing fancy. Just a few squares full of flowers, some gravel paths, and a couple benches.

I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.

I look back at the well we’ve just crawled out of, and I have to ask.

“Was… this always here?” I wonder, and the men laugh at me again. It’s rough laughter. Desperate laughter. It’s cocky and arrogant and annoying, and I love the sound of it. I fucking love it.

“You’re kidding me, right?” Marlowe asks, cocking his head to the side as water drips down from the edge of his hat. There’s a spreading puddle underneath us. “Do you know how much effort it took to open this gate?”

“I taught your friends how to use blood magic. Lucky for you they picked it up relatively quickly.” Brooks gestures at the well, but otherwise doesn’t look away or move back from me. He may never look away from me again for as long as we both shall live.

“This is what happens when you shack up with four stalkers, kitten.” Tanner leans forward to bite me on the nose, and I get goose bumps everywhere. Fucking everywhere. “We create a brand-new portal to hell, just to get at you.”

I grab onto him and I shove my tongue down his throat. Can’t get enough. Tanner tastes like blood and magic and— Ah. My hat is going to town with its own tongue, so I know precisely what he’s feeling, too. His relief tastes sharp, and his love is sweet. His desire is a spicy kick.

“That’s why I love you,” I admit, addressing all three of them with that one statement. “I love you and I… I can’t believe you did it. I just can’t fucking believe it.” I can’t stop touching them, kissing Tanner on the cheek. Kissing Lo on the mouth. Pressing my forehead against Brooks’.

“You’ll believe it when you see what we posted on the Internet, just to harness enough power to get here.” Brooks sounds off-put by that revelation, but Tanner and Marlowe are grinning at each other like they have their own secrets.

“Did you post porn videos? I swear, if you posted porn, I’m done. I’ll crawl right back into that well and live the rest of my life out in the cottage.” It’s a terrible lie, but I’m flushed, accepting a hand from Marlowe so that we can all stand up together.

Cars idle past, but nobody notices us behind the row of hedges.

“Would I do that to you?” Marlowe scowls, like my question is especially offensive to him. “I made vows, Kate. I am not the one who took my ring off, so stop acting like you have the moral high ground here.” He lifts his hand and flashes his ring at me, and I frown.

We’re dripping water everywhere, and I can hear it sloshing inside the wall. Considering its a solid, immobile structure, I do not want to know what’s making that terrible sound.

“Let me get this straight: you guys used my friends to create a new portal, and you helped gather energy by… posting half-naked photos online? Make it make sense.” I swirl a finger around by my temple, and my shadow does the same. My eyes narrow. “You say that you have few rules, and that I always break them. Guess what? Goes both ways. I explicitly requested shirts in public.”

“Tit for tat.” Tanner reaches up and uses two hands to adjust his hat, one wolf ear flattening in response to something only he can hear. “Start behaving, Kate, and so will we.”

A phone rings from somewhere nearby, and Marlowe sighs, bending down to dig it out of the bushes. He glances briefly at the screen, lips pouty, and then turns it around so that I can see.

Georgia is calling, and I have the idea that maybe I’m going to be in as much trouble with her as I am with the men. Carefully, like the phone itself is some grotesque Witchwoods spider, I reach out and snatch it up.

I close my eyes and answer the phone call at the same time.

“Katelynn Poppy, I’m going to help those men put a leash on you next time!” Georgia is yelling, but possibly also crying. “Stop going into that goddamn fairy-tale forest, or I swear to God—”

“I love you,” I blurt before she can get too far into her rant. Hah. If the Witchwoods is a fairy-tale, it’s a Brothers Grimm Black Forest. “Tacy, Fernanda, Talia. Tell them that I love them, too.”

“Don’t you dare,” Georgia growls, sounding an awful lot like Brooks.

I hang up the phone and, when she calls back, I respond with a text.

Sorry. We’ll probably be stuck in the house having sex for the next… three hundred years. See you at breakfast on Saturday?

I hand the phone back to Marlowe, and he pockets it, studying me with a suspicious glint in his black-casket gaze.

“What? Whatever it is that you’re going to ask, Kate, spit it out.”

My heart is pounding; my hands are shaking.

Brooks, Marlowe, and Tanner, they just stand there, wearing their wedding rings. Wearing their hats. Looking at me like they’re torn between fucking me and fucking me up. I’m going to get lectures about this for weeks. Months. Probably years.

“Can we please go to the brewery, get a nice IPA, and some sweet potato fries?” I plead, trying not to cry again. I’ve done enough crying to last a lifetime.

“Do you even know what the letters IPA mean?” Lo shoots back, wetting his lips and softening his expression a little. “You just got home and you want to go out to eat?” His soft expression gets a little cheeky there, as if he’s just thought of something. “Ah, so the Witchwoods grub isn’t as tasty as you thought it was?”

“Brooks wasn’t there to cook for me,” I protest as Tanner exchanges a look with the other men.

“What do you say, boys? Take our wife out for a beer and a burger? Sounds like a good time to me. We can take turns on her over the pinball machine or something.”

Har. This ass. Why on earth would he think any business nowadays has a pinball machine? Only… only the brewery actually does. Fuck.

“I want a Famous Hot Brown sandwich, and my hat will have the cheeseburger,” I declare, but my voice isn’t nearly as demanding as I want it to be. “We’re all done, right?” I ask, when none of them rush to answer me. “Like… it’s over? We’re safe? We’re good?”

“We’re good,” Brooks assures me, reaching out a hand to caress my cheek. He pauses, boots shifting on the gravel, all six of the eyes on his hat upturned at the corners as he smiles with his beautiful but stern mouth. Domineering. Filthy. I love him. “Now we have time for all those other spells you wanted. Anything, Kate. I’ll give you anything. Everything.”

“Including removing your shirtless videos and pictures from the internet?” I wonder, and Tanner snorts, slapping my ass and making me gasp in faux outrage.

“No.” Tanner grins and flicks up the brim of his hat with a finger, shyly folding his wolf ears back for me and looking sheepish. Liar. He’s so smooth, knows exactly what persona to put on to get me hot. I love that, too. I love it all. “It’s an insane amount of power to harvest in a ridiculously easy way. We’re going to keep doing it.”

I moan, but how can I complain on a night like tonight?

I was willing to pay the price, but they came for me so I didn’t have to.

They came for me.

“Besides, we told you: Tanner and I like it.” Marlowe shrugs his shoulders, and Tanner chuckles like they’re best friends. “You know that us getting along only makes things worse for you, right?”

“Excuse me?” I repeat, grinning when Marlowe spins his finger in the air and dries our entire coven in an instant.

“Why don’t we compromise by grabbing takeout on the way home?” Brooks nods to Tanner, and I’m picked up and tossed over his shoulder in the middle of a half-baked protest. “Think of tonight like a belated birthday celebration, the only night we’re going to be nice to you for quite some time.”

“I can walk, you know,” I mutter, but he does. He knows it well and finds it hilarious.

“No sex for a year,” Marlowe declares, but that’s a bullshit lie.

These three idiots, they can’t keep their fucking hands off of me.

“I hate you guys,” I lie, biting Tanner in the shoulder as he walks us down the gravel path and over to where our truck is parked illegally against the curb. I can hear some peacocks, calling out to each other. One of them flutters up to land on the wall that surrounds the zoo, and I grin.

Humboldt County, baby. Banana slugs and good weed and hippies and tie-dye and redwood trees and Victorian houses, sand and salt and sea. The Witchwoods legend. Magic.

“I go home now.” A forest spirit leaps from the roof of the well and into the water. But something slithering and feral crawls right out. The gate is still open, but at least it requires a leap of faith down a dark, watery tunnel to get through.

Take that, social media.

My husbands might be trending still, but at least their nipples won’t kill any more influencers.

“Hey Kate,” Tanner whispers to me, hands hot and big and possessive on my hips as he lifts me into the back seat of my own truck. “We’re going to be greedy with you for a while. You hear me?”

I hiss out a breath, but I have no idea what to say.

Yes. Yes, please. Oh my God, yes.

[image: ]

The guys and I eat our dinner on the back deck, listening to the wind in the trees and savoring the spill of light from the full moon. My dog lays patiently and faithfully by my side. My grandmother’s house sits creaky and quiet in the dark behind me.

I fold my arms on the deck railing and look out at the forest, closing my eyes and breathing in the salty fog. Tanner wraps me up from behind, resting his chin on my shoulder. Marlowe hops up to sit on the railing beside me, his hat a festive display of four-leafed clovers.

Brooks stands beside me, folding his arms the same way, poking me with his elbow.

“Did you doubt us, Kate?” he asks as he looks over at me and Tanner, watching me melt in the arms of another man and looking for all the world like he’s the one who came out on top.

I think about that for a long time, really giving myself the space to mull over that question.

Did I? Yeah, I did. Because I had to. Because that’s what the curse of the Hag Wytch was all about: making you doubt everyone around you, including yourself. I turn in Tanner’s arms, burying my face in the warm crook of his neck, inhaling his scent. Savoring it. His shadow tails curl around my leg like a hug.

“Let’s just say that I’m pleasantly surprised,” I grumble, words slurred against hot male witch skin. “Promise you won’t ever let me go.”

“Oh, so that’s how it is now?” Tanner teases, holding me with a frightening possession that I crave as badly as he does. These guys might come with red flags, but so do I. I’m as off-kilter and fucked-up as they are. “I thought you wanted a man who’d let you walk out the door?”

“You think we’d let you go?” Marlowe asks with a wild laugh. “My parents are pissed that we’ve been skipping family dinners for the last few months. You need to make nice with your in-laws.”

“Oh, and I also need a contraceptive spell,” I add, blushing as I try not to think about the sheer terror of trying to get the Waverleys to forgive their new daughter-in-law for stealing their son away from them again.

I’ll have to come up with a really nice local wine to take over there.

“A contraceptive spell?” Marlowe echoes, like I’m crazy. “Kate, you don’t get one of those. You ran away from us again. Broke the golden rule too many times. Sorry if I just say… fuck no.”

And then Tanner starts to laugh. And Brooks laughs, taking off his hat to ruffle up his hair. Marlowe howls. They’re all laughing at me and it’s not very nice. Unhinged. Disturbed. Mental.

Not worried though. They’re off the cuff. A little broken. A bit tainted. But love and respect will keep me safe, and I trust them. Always.

“I hate you guys,” I grumble again, but it’s a lie, and I don’t even like that I said it twice tonight. “I love you guys.”

“We love you, too, North,” Brooks replies primly. “But you’re still not getting that spell.”

I’m so pissed, but they don’t stop teasing me.

“I want two babies, remember?” Tanner reminds me, and I slap him. He takes my finger between his teeth and gently bites down on it, eyes locked on mine. All four of our shadows hold hands and dance in an eerie, twitchy circle around us, like a carousel of horrors. Horns and antlers and tails and wings.

“Two for me as well,” Brooks instructs haughtily, and Marlowe grins.

“Don’t tell me breeding with my hot ass would be anything but a privilege for you,” he says with a cute little scowl.

“We’ll see,” I say with plenty of snark and sarcasm. “In about… ten years.”

“Not your decision to make.” Brooks, peering at me with too many eyes.

“Fresh out of sympathies.” Tanner, lifting his hands in mock surrender.

“Home,” Marlowe blurts, like something has just occurred to him. He’s looking up at the treetops and the hint of a moon beyond them. He laughs again, and it’s not bitter at all. It’s adorable and happy and sweet and full of love. “Yeah. Home. We are all home now. Finally. Fucking finally.”

We move as a unit toward the back door, the atmosphere sticky and hot.

I’ve dallied long enough. It’s time to face it all, tangled together in bed and completely vulnerable. I can’t wait.

Something catches my attention on our way inside.

It’s a toad with a single red eye, perched on the railing beside the door and staring back at us.

“Well done,” it growls, voice reverberating through the planks beneath our feet and stirring fingers of cold wind in the trees.

It reminds me of the demon that came out of the Witch’s Tree. Haven’t we been seeing this toad for a while now?

Brooks narrows all eight of his eyes, steps forward, and snatches the toad up in his hand. He looks at it for a few seconds as Marlowe and Tanner get a little edgy, and I realize how little we truly understand about the Witchwoods.

Nothing.

We understand nothing.

Our Southwoods reaches up to remove his hat, drops the toad on his head, and then replaces it.

“See? Familiars are a thing,” I tease as he snags my hand in his, and Marlowe’s hat blooms with wildflowers that perfume the silver air of our full moon night.

“Rather have a dog than a toad,” Tanner admits, tugging the brim of his hat down to hide a sly smile. Flick barks his agreement, having no idea at all as to what’s going on here. Cute, but oblivious. “You got the short end of the stick there, Brooks.”

“Get your asses upstairs,” Brooks commands, putting his hand on the back of my neck and steering me in the right direction. “I want my wife, naked and willing in our bed. That’s it. No more time for games.”

“I thought I was banned from sex for a year?” I tease, and Marlowe smirks at me, flicking his tongue against a pointed canine.

“Breeding you is more fun. I like that punishment better.”

I pluck a flower from his hat and breathe in the scent, trying to ignore the goose bumps that spring up on my skin at the sound of those nasty words leaving his mouth. I’m not going to give them any babies for a while, but I’m down to play the breeding kink game.

“Cute that you guys think I deserve to be punished. Technically, we were all screwed without my heroic intervention. I had my birthday alone in the woods this year. Last year, I was violated by Marlowe. Don’t I deserve something nice?”

“Nobody likes an enabler, Kate.” Brooks opens the back door and Marlowe drags me inside by the hand. “If I let you get away with it this time, you might just do it again.”

“No matter where you go, I’ll find you,” Tanner assures me, grinning as he leans in close and obliterates my capacity for rational thought. “So go ahead. Fuck around and find out.”

“Goddamn, I’m an asshole,” Marlowe murmurs apologetically, but he’s not really. Not anymore. “Fine. I won’t breed you yet, and I won’t starve you for sex, but I’m definitely keeping you locked in the house for the next month. Maybe two.”

“Maybe six,” Brooks observes, using his foot to slide the back door shut.

“Forever works just fine for me,” Tanner agrees, leading the way up the staircase.

We barricade ourselves inside that old Victorian, surrounded by a neighborhood that’s foggy and foreboding. Together. Just the four of us.

North. South. East. And West.

A perfect circle. An endless loop. A coven.

And that’s how the disturbed, sex-obsessed witches lived happily ever after.

THE END
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Gothic Alice in Wonderland where every character is a hot guy. Red King, Mad Hatter, White Rabbit for a few examples
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A dark age gap romance. A 1% biker’s daughter gets with her father's officers.
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A bad bitch and her fuck boys fight the corrupt mayor, the mafia and street gangs. 


KEEP UP WITH ALL THE FUN … AND EARN SOME FREE BOOKS!
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JOIN THE C.M. STUNICH NEWSLETTER – Get three free books just for signing up http://eepurl.com/DEsEf

FOLLOW ME ON TIKTOK, BABE— There are finally more than three videos @CMStunich

FRIEND ME ON FACEBOOK— Okay, I’m actually at the 5,000 friend limit, but if you click the “follow” button on my profile page, you’ll see way more of my killer posts https://facebook.com/cmstunich 

CHECK OUT THE NEW SITE— TBA (still under construction) but it looks kick–ass so far, right?http://www.cmstunich.com

AMAZON, BABY— If you click the follow button here, you’ll get an email each time I put out a new book. Pretty sweet, huh?http://amazon.com/author/cmstunich

INSTAGRAM— Cute cat pictures. And half–naked guys. Yep, that again. http://instagram.com/cmstunich

GRAB A SMOKIN’ HOT READ— Best place to find the most up to date Information is my readers group http://www.facebook.com/groups/thebookishbatcave. I often pop in here to answer questions and participate in discussions!

P.S. I heart the f*ck out of you! Thanks for reading! I love your faces.

<3 C.M. Stunich
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About the Author

C.M. Stunich is a socially awkward hermit chick with a fondness for bats. As both a mood reader and a mood writer, she’s into all genres – just so long as they have romance.

When not writing about tattooed alpha–holes, she can be found penning alien smut or spicy slow–burn romances featuring bubble tea. If we’re talking romantasy, she’s a sucker for the cranky prince trope.

Caitlin lives with her spouse in the Pacific Northwest with too many border collies and a black cat who bites (and also sees ghosts). They are all weirdly obsessed with K–pop and K–dramas (especially the cat).
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