
        
            
                
            
        

    
These forgotten witches aren’t too wicked to fall for.

A coven of shadows with a curse on my heart and my house.

They bake f*cked-up cupcakes in my kitchen and unalive influencers in my front yard.

These men make zombies out of their own relatives, and a panting mess out of their own wife.

The Witchwoods are a violent stain on the world.

Eradicating that blight is worth the dirty, rotten things we do.

With a second coven’s sacrifice, we can close the gate.

Locking the Hag Wytch in her supernatural prison has to be easier with more witches.

Bet nobody wants to help me in exchange for cumcakes, huh?

The Witchwood Boys Did Me Dirty is a reverse harem/why choose romance (meaning one woman with three men). It’s a dark, sensual romantasy with a splash of campy horror. Inside, you’ll find graveyards, romps in dark woods, and confessions of undying love.
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Dedication

this book is a love letter to the lonely

to the weirdos and the quiet ones

and the kinky ones who want to know what strange sex spells we’ll cast this time.

if you’re having a hard time, just remember that I’m talking to you with this story.

so … hi. :)
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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

Ah, there you are, friend.

We’re on book three, so you know what you’re in for, don’t you? I will warn you that while this one starts off cozy, it goes … places. Dark places. I won’t spoil it (unless you want me to), but this is my favorite of the series so far.

Good witches, bad witches, an epic date night, sex with shadows, and the Witchwoods.

Because once it has its claws in you, it never lets go.

For the love of all that is unholy, just don’t go to the McKay Community Forest. Don’t wander into those woods and look for a large stump that’s been blackened by lightning. Definitely don’t stick your hand inside that tree.

Hey, listen, I’m not saying the Witchwoods Legend is real, but … it could be.

Love, Caitlin (yes, Kate and I had the same hair - orange with black underneath - for a while)

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

Twenty years ago … (eight months ago in Witchwoods time)

Fate sits in a forgotten corner of an old forest, suspiciously innocuous and draped in fog.

I tilt my head back and greet the majesty of the Witch’s Tree with a private smile.

Ah. Well, what’s left of the tree anyway. It’s just a stump now.

“How many people have died here?” Dennis asks, observing the shadowy clearing with a wariness that makes me wonder if I should be worried, too. Den’s the cautious one. Acting like a cocky bastard gets me in trouble sometimes.

Ferns sway in a creeping breeze, a shushing sound that feels like a warning. Green limbs jut from the ground at odd angles, like bones in the cool earth of a graveyard. My eyes shift to the darkness of the woods, trying to follow the sound of something skittering.

“No confirmed deaths,” Miriam corrects, stepping up beside me as I adjust my glasses with two fingers. She stares at me like she wants to kiss me, and then huffs out a frosted breath. It’s cold out here. “Just dozens of disappearances.”

I sift the fingers of my right hand through my hair, studying the hole in the severed trunk. This tree got struck by lightning, didn’t it? That’s the story.

“I don’t like it out here.” Dennis takes a step back, cringing when I flick some hotshot look over my shoulder that makes Miriam blush. Doesn’t amuse Dennis though. He frowns at me. “I’m serious, Marlowe.”

“What’s a life without risks, Den?” I turn back to the tree. The plan is for me to go in first with the camera, and then Miriam straight after. Dennis is last.

If we do this, we do it together—like always.

Assuming the Witchwoods Legend is even true. It’s not a full moon night, but Miriam spent hours in the library with a stack of almanacs and determined that all of the confirmed disappearance dates coincided with new moons instead.

“It’s a life, period. As in, why would we test fate by trying a legend that—real or not—has somehow led dozens to their demise?” Dennis is serious, his flashlight illuminating my white sweatshirt and making it glow in the dark.

“You said you would go last night.” Miriam is tougher on Dennis than I am. For his own good, really. She calls him out on his shit. “Stay here if you want. Lo and I can handle this.”

“Did I say I wouldn’t go?” he barks back, and I roll my eyes, lifting the digital camera up and turning it on. The small screen lights up, and I test the record button, just to make sure it’s working.

My heart races, and my pulse quickens.

This is it. The feeling I get when I buy a lottery ticket or randomly browse wedding rings online. It’s not that I think I’m actually going to win the jackpot, or that I’m truly ready to get married, it’s the anticipation. The possibility. The what-if.

The risk.

“No,” I admit, looking up from the camera. “You promised you would do it if I did.” With a grin, I thrust my fingers into the shadows of the tree … and something withered presses back.

My stomach rises into my throat, and my fingers loosen on the camera, dropping it as the world rotates around me. Shit, I might throw up. It feels like I’m in a boat on the bay, a storm rolling in.

I stumble and hit the ground on my knees, lifting a hand to my throat as I fight the urge to throw up. I almost ask Miriam and Dennis what the hell just happened.

Thank fuck that I don’t.

A centipede slithers by, the same hot pink as the streaks in Miriam’s hair. Glowing. Big as a car.

My eyes go wide and I scramble back, digging my way through the dirt until my spine slams into the Witch’s Tree. I crane my neck for a better view, and if I hadn’t dug my teeth into my lower lip, I would’ve screamed. The stump is no longer a stump. It’s a tree that disappears into the darkness of the woods, its canopy impossibly thick and sky-high.

Blood taints my tongue as I force myself to relax, scanning the perfect darkness of the woods for my friends.

Nobody here but me.

Dense fog rolls in, stirred by the passage of the centipede. It scuttles through the brush on a thousand pink legs, twining between the trunks of colossal trees.

It … worked? I’m in the Witchwoods?

I grab my camera and stand up, checking the screen.

It’s black. Won’t turn on.

I look up and find a purple fox watching me from the brush. It stands and slinks away, rustling the dense foliage. Leaves with faces dance across the tree limbs, pointing twiggy arms at me.

“He can hear you now,” they cry, their voices like the howl of the wind through the woods.

I have a bad feeling about this. A really bad feeling.

Miriam and Dennis will come through soon, and that’s it. We’re walking straight out. Leaving. I’m not staying in this place—wherever it is—any longer than necessary.

Time passes. A lot of time passes. I have no way of knowing how much, but enough that I realize neither of my friends is going to follow me. That my girlfriend isn’t going to follow me. This was all Miriam’s idea in the first place, I think with a scoff. I only agreed because I knew Dennis wouldn’t do it without me.

I start walking, pissed off and cranky. If I make it back to the sidewalk, I’ll be able to escape. Game over. Everybody knows the legend of the Witchwoods. Fucking everybody. You get to the street, and you’re safe.

I will get to the street.

I’m already thinking about what I’ll say to Miriam and Dennis when something swings down in front of my face. It’s a girl, clinging to a branch with skeletal arms and articulated fingers. She has no eyes, and a mouth that’s too wide. Her legs are bent at the knee, bare feet kicking playfully.

What. the. fuck is that? A ghost? She drops to the ground and walks a slow circle around me. Hunting. Stalking. All the sounds I want to make, I swallow them down. Choke on them.

I’ve had more than enough of these woods.

The dancing leaves start to cry, and I take off running.

The hit comes out of nowhere. Absolutely out of nowhere.

I’m sprinting, and then I’m on the ground, a riot of pain and confusion. Something ran right into me, bulldozed me. That’s the second time I have the thought: fate sits in a forgotten corner.

Fate is all the warnings you know you should heed but don’t. Fate is ignoring instinct.

I turn onto my side, nursing a broken rib and bleeding from the mouth. When I look up, I find the cool blue eyes of a monster. A pointed hat towers over its head and an eerie shadow breaks the dark in half behind it, a pair of split tails on either side.

I’m looking at hell right now, that’s what I’m doing.

This is what hell looks like.

A metal mask swings from the lower half of the monster’s face as it smiles at me.

He. As he smiles at me.

“You alright?” he whispers, and his voice, it’s strange and eerie in the dark of this forest. A place on the other side of some arcane gate, as old as time and somewhere that human beings should never tread.

I edge away from the guy, and then I turn and shove up to my feet. My footsteps are loud, but that’s fine. I’ll never be able to sneak away from a predator like that. I can run though. I can make it to the border of the Witchwoods without speaking, and it’ll all be fine.

There’s probably a reason that few people ever claim to have survived this place.

Because you don’t.

You don’t, and I realize that a split-second before he slams into me again.

Not a monster, but a man. I’m getting the shit kicked out of me by some dude in a witch hat. He hits me in the mouth so hard that my brain breaks, white static in my vision. The taste of panic is iron and bile and the powder that used to be my teeth.

My sneakers slip on the wet ground, and I hit the dirt hard, coughing up blood and pressing a hand against the agony that dares to call itself my mouth. He hit me? Why did he hit me? I’ve never experienced pain like this, not once in my entire life.

The woodsman squats down in front of me, fog drifting over him. His shadow slithers in a circle around us, long tongue flicking like a snake scenting the air. He reaches out with bloody fingers and grabs me by the neck.

“The sooner you talk, the less I have to hurt you.”

I throw a right hook and hit him in the jaw. Not as hard as I wanted since he pulls away from me. The man gets to his feet like it’s nothing, like he’s done this a million times, beat the shit out of someone a million times. He returns my right hook, but nails me in a way that I didn’t nail him.

My glasses shatter to pieces, glass and bits of plastic landing on the mossy ground. Not only am I trapped in a nightmare, I’m blinded, too. Blind and outmatched.

My body slams into his, knocking him back a few steps before he puts me on the ground again.

The man hauls his boot back and kicks me in the leg. I swear that something breaks. Pain, pain, pain, and then the miraculous sting of adrenaline.

I’m on my feet again, and I’m off, leaping over a log and stumbling into a tree. I don’t miss a step, pushing off the trunk and going faster, faster—

A blade of fire lances my calf, sending me flying. I hit the ground, teeth clacking, breath panting as I claw at the dirt in an attempt to stand. There’s an arrow protruding from my leg, blood darkening my jeans around it. A glowing snail, the size of a wolf, lights up the shadowed woods enough for me to see the wound.

I barely exist in the space of that agony.

My hope is smothered, crushed and choking as I writhe in a futile attempt to stand.

“Shall I shoot you again?” the hunter asks, just before a boot slams down on my back, crushing my spine. I can’t breathe through the pain of it all, and still, when the guy turns me over, I kick out and nail him in the stomach.

I’m up and we’re at each other, throwing blows that make my head spin. I hit him. He hits me more. The fucked-up thing without eyes hangs from a tree branch nearby, watching us with the pair of macabre pits on its face.

Spirits wail on the wind as I somehow wind up on my knees, unsure how I managed to get there. The man uses his foot to force me onto my back, and I can’t stop him this time.

I’m … going to die here? Why? How the hell is this it, the way I meet my end?

It’s impossible for me to process all of this pain at once. I’m in agony. Falling apart. Dying.

I fought with everything, ran as fast as I could. It wasn’t enough because I still lost. I lost.

“Don’t make this any worse on yourself,” he warns me, and it’s the ice in his voice that terrifies me. It’s a sound that says I will do whatever it takes to get what I want—don’t make me do that.

My lips are so swollen and bloody that it’s difficult to breathe. Fuck, what about Miriam and Dennis? When I don’t come back, I bet they’ll chase after me. Both of them.

The idea of my friends being beaten like this is … I can’t fucking let that happen.

If they follow me in here, I won’t be able to do anything about it because I’ll be dead. People died in these woods. He is why people die in these woods.

I’m panting, but it’s shallow, wet. I’m drowning in my own blood. Consciousness dims at the edges of my vision. I’m too young for this. I haven’t done anything yet. I’ve accomplished nothing.

The man grins at me with bloodied teeth, a pair of wolf ears on his hat flattening against the brim. His shadow arches its back and howls in silent laughter. The ghost on the tree branch is laughing at me, too.

My attacker holds out his hand, like he’s offering to help me up.

I spit at him, and he shakes his head, dropping his hand. He draws his bow and arrow, aims it at my shoulder as he frowns. “You’re a stubborn, little shit, aren’t you?” That voice is an unbroken glacier, the very definition of ruthless.

The ones I love the most are right behind me and I can’t save them. It’s the worst moment of my life, knowing that I’m going to die and that there’s nothing left, that I’m never going to see my friends or my family or my home ever again.

Time for a Hail Mary. This guy wants me to talk so badly? Fine. I’ll talk. Anything to protect Miriam and Dennis.

“Leave my friends out of it,” I sputter, bloody and lispy and fading.

The man grunts, spits on me in retaliation, and then uses a blade from his belt to draw circles in the darkness.

My body rises into the air, floating. I’m fucking floating. Clawed fingers wrap my arms, holding my wrists up. That shadow. It’s the shadow that’s carrying me.

I thrash and find myself hitting the forest floor with an oof. As a glowing rabbit races past me, I roll and find my feet again, trying once more to escape. Going anywhere with this man is a death sentence.

A rope pulls taut around my ankles, and I hit the ground again, cracking my teeth so hard that my head explodes with fresh pain.

“Fuck you!” I scream as the man drags me to him with a simple jerk of his wrist. I yell and curse and threaten him with all sorts of bullshit that I can’t back up.

No, I can’t kill him. Not like this.

I can’t kill anyone because I’m going to die. Because this is fucking it for me. I feel myself slipping away, losing control of my body and tumbling into blackness.

I had a good life. I loved so many people. I was loved by so many people.

I surrender to the dark.
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I’m shocked to wake up, coming to in an armchair in front of a roaring fire. It’s such a huge relief that I almost pass out again from the rush of adrenaline. I’m not dead. I lived. I’m alive?

But for how long? Why? Where are my friends?

The relief fractures into pain, and I flinch, vision splitting as I process the injuries to my body all at once.

A new man stands over me, wearing a hat covered in red eyes. He bends down to look me in the face, frowning. He’s big and broad, strong enough to snap me like a twig. Esoteric designs twist and writhe down his arms, like living tattoos.

“Awake?” he asks, keeping his voice neutral. Commanding. Bossy. “Good. Because the faster you adjust to this, the easier life will be for all three of us.”

I already hate him.

What the hell? I think, drawing away from the guy but unable to move much more than that. My leg is wrapped up in bandages, and my arm is in a splint. Each breath brings stabbing pain, like a lightning strike to my lungs.

In stark contrast, the cabin we’re in is almost cozy. Books fill shelves on the walls around me, and the air smells like mint and sugared dough, as if someone was baking. I hear the gentle murmur of a boiling pot, metal lid clacking as it heats up. Steam rises behind the man, and so does a shadow. It floats up alongside the white cloud, and then inks itself into the ceiling.

It has antlers.

“Well hello, West.” The woodsman walks up to me, black and gold hair stuck to a sweaty, bloody forehead. He smiles at me, and I hate it. I hate him. I want to fucking murder him. I want to tear his balls off and shove them down his throat.

“What do you want from me?” I ask them, trying not to panic. That’s all I want to do. Shove up to my feet and start throwing punches. Won’t do me any good. I’d probably pass out before landing a single hit.

Are my friends here? Did they not follow? Knowing Dennis, when I didn’t come home, he probably held Miriam back from chasing after me. He’ll plan things carefully, gather as many people as possible to storm the tree.

I just have to wait. I have to appease these men until I can escape from them, preferably before Dennis gets himself and Miriam into trouble by trying to rescue me.

“You’re going to be staying here with us for a little while.” The new man smiles, and all six of the eyes on his hat crinkle in mock affection. He has bright red hair with a shot of black through the bangs and unnaturally green eyes. His smile is what scares me the most. “How long depends on you and your motivation.”

Did they fix my glasses? How can I see so clearly? My hand comes up, but there’s nothing on my face. Huh.

“People will be worried about me back home,” I warn them both, still thinking about my friends. Still terrified that they’ll be dragged into this with me. I just need to get out of here, that’s all. “They’ll have search parties out in hours.”

“Doesn’t matter,” the one with the red hair says, standing up straight and looking at me with undisguised pity. “Know that every morning you wake here, thirty days have passed back home.” Slight frown. “Just a month or two spent in these woods and your entire family, all your friends, they’ll have forgotten all about you.”
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Two months later … (in Witchwoods time)

My eyes are wide as the man in front of me is torn in half by the beak of the Hag Wytch.

“Help—” he starts to scream, the sound cutting off in a gurgle as chunks of him fly through the darkness and hit me in the chest. Blood spatters on my face as I cup a hand over my mouth, trying to stifle the sound in my throat.

I’m watching a man die. I’m watching a man be eaten.

The Hag tears chunks of meat from the body using the human mouth on the lower half of her face. She grinds the flesh between blunt teeth and then swallows like a bird, head tilted back, feathered throat working.

I swallow down bile and a little bit of blood, too. That man’s blood. All by accident.

A hand snatches my arm, and I look over to see my worst fucking enemy.

Tanner Skye. The guy who kicked my ass and trapped me here. My jailer.

He pulls on my arm, and I tear out of his grip, turning away and fixing the metal mask on my face. The pair of us walk back to the cottage and Tanner ushers me inside before shutting the door.

I can’t breathe. I can’t get away. I can’t get out of here.

Just last night, I got caught outside and needed Tanner to show me into a hollow stump so we wouldn’t be eaten. Every day that I’m here, I almost die. Again and again and again. My psyche is this close to fracturing.

“Something happen?” Brooks McDowell asks with a sigh, pulling the innards out of an animal in preparation for stuffing it. He tosses the offal into a wooden bowl with a wet splat, and I grit my teeth against the rage that rises each second that I’m stuck here.

“A Westwoods, eaten by the Hag,” Tanner explains succinctly as Brooks cleans the blood from his hands.

“Shame,” Brooks murmurs, but that’s about as much attention as either of them gives the man’s death.

I’ve never seen a person die before, let alone from a giant fucking owl monster.

It’s a good thing that Miriam and Dennis haven’t come. In my heart, I know that’s true. Took a while for me to recognize it, that it was better they didn’t, but the realization hurt.

They didn’t follow. They were never going to follow.

I twist my hand in the front of my black leather jacket, the one with all the feathers on the collar. For two months, I’ve participated in every spell these men have asked for. I’ve done everything I could to stay alive, so I could be here to protect Miriam and Dennis when they came to save me.

And they never came. They’re never coming? I know it’s only been a few months, but … that’s still a long time. They saw me disappear, and they’d rather leave me here than test fate?

Fate. The warnings you don’t heed. Miriam and Dennis.

The betrayal hurts worse than watching a man die. Than being beaten to within an inch of my life. It’s the single most important emotion I’ve ever experienced, the realization that Miriam doesn’t love me as a woman and worse—that Dennis doesn’t care about me as a friend.

I’ve always gotten through life with ease, moving forward by way of charm and good looks. I breeze into things, and make it look easy. But Dennis? He’s hardworking and steadfast, willing to focus and pound the pavement. Miriam choosing me, it was never a fuck you to Dennis, like I’d won something over him. It was like a good game played by worthy opponents.

Dennis would never try to take Miriam from me, despite how he feels about her. Because he loves me. Because Dennis is loyal. Because Dennis is the person I trust most in the world. My breath is coming in sharp, hard pants, drawing the attention of the eyes on Brooks’ hat. Tanner folds his wolf ears down at the sound, almost like he feels sorry for me.

Little threads in my brain begin to unravel, breaking and snapping and shaking me up on the inside. All this time, I’ve stayed hopeful. Told myself I’d learn what I could from Brooks and Tanner—magic, the bow, the machete—and I’d save Miriam and Dennis from my fate.

So I could one day kill both the Southwoods and the Eastwoods.

So I could escape this place and go home.

Tanner tosses a blue backpack on the counter, one that’s covered in blood. It belonged to the guy who was just eaten in front of us. East rifles through it like it’s nothing, unfolding a piece of paper and going stiff as he reads whatever is written on it.

He tries to toss it into the fire, but I grab his wrist, tearing the page from him.

For weeks, he and Brooks used physical force to keep me here. To lock me in the cottage. To force me to participate in their fucked-up rituals. To drink their blood. To spill mine. To jerk off into a hot brew and drink straight from the cauldron.

Now? Tanner goes out of his way to stay out of mine. He holds up both palms in surrender, leaving me to read the page.

It’s a missing poster. My missing poster. Dated five years later than it was when I came through the tree.

That’s the first day that my hat grows anything. A bouquet of yellow mums, Miriam’s favorite.

If the man today had been a North, I could be home. Punching Dennis for leaving me here. Playing videogames with Dennis. Marrying Miriam. Having kids.

Hugging my dad. Kissing my mom’s cheek. Watching my sisters graduate, have careers, get married.

Pop culture has moved on. Music. Technology. The Internet. My dreams. My future.

Brooks was right: I have been abandoned here and forgotten.

I hit my knees on the wood floor and start screaming.

I don’t stop until my throat goes hoarse, and the final thread of sanity I have left snaps in half.

Marlowe Waverley was nice.

Marlowe Waverly isn’t nice anymore.
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Kate

My eyelids are heavy when I try to pry them apart, but the urge to wake is stirring in my lower belly. I’m groaning and biting into a pillow as I come to, already halfway—or most of the way—to an orgasm.

Tanner is on top of me, pounding into my pussy from behind. I’m on my stomach with his palms pressed flat to the mattress on either side of my head, his knees against the outsides of my thighs. My legs are pressed firmly together, his strong form straddling them, locking me in place.

I’m tight. I’m so tight. But so wet.

It feels so good.

I’m staring at his right hand, my cheek half-buried in the soft, clean lavender-scented sheets (that’d be Brooks’ doing). Tanner’s fingers dig into the floral pattern, wrinkling it, clutching it with ink-slashed digits.

He’s sweaty from fucking me, and I love it, his hardness and his heat.

“You told me to be selfish, Kate,” he whispers, body curled over mine so he can press a kiss to my lips. It’s fleeting, and I want more. I clench my own hands, the sharp claws at the ends of my fingers a match to the ones on his.

Just two witches in heat.

“This is you being selfish?” I whisper back, just before Tanner slides first one hand and then the other over to grab mine. He curls our fingers together. “Fucking me awake? Because it’s what I want, too.”

His laugh ripples through him and into the shadow on the wall, whipping its double tails around to encircle the room. My own shadow is underneath me, her horns curving over the pillows scattered above my head; they’re a tumbled mess from all the shaking.

“No, this is me being selfish.” Tanner grabs onto my shoulder to hold himself in place as he rams into me so hard that the headboard slams against the wall. My eyes start to roll back from pleasure, and then with a shudder and a curse, Tanner plunges deep and comes. His witch nails dig into my shoulder, leaving small pricks of red in their wake.

Tanner rolls off of me and lands on his back to my right, laughing. He has one arm over his eyes, blocking out the light. Or my wide-eyed expression. Probably that.

“You’re not … going to leave me like this, are you?” I whisper, but he just shakes his head. Panting. Wet all around his hips and thighs. It’s hard not to look at the shimmer across his pelvic bone that’s either sweat or cum or me. Ugh. He asked me if I liked assholes. I was curious if he might try to roleplay as one.

“Good morning, Kate.” Tanner’s words are a husky rasp, his beautiful lips curved at the edges in a knowing smile. He’s leaving me to sweat it out on purpose, his seed dripping down my thighs as my body clenches in frustration around nothing.

“Good morning,” I say it softly, watching him carefully as he slides his arm away from his eyes. If he doesn’t want to finish me, that’s okay. It’s fine. I can take care of myself. My hand slinks down the sheets in search of my clit, but he grabs my wrist before I can get there.

“What do you remember from last night?” Tanner asks me, face serious all of a sudden. My stomach cramps from the intensity of my need as I shift in discomfort. His attention moves down, over the scoop of my ass and the way my right knee is splayed out, touching him.

“The three of you in the hot tub.” I blush. That was fun. Really fun. It was … wow. Then I passed out in hot water and steam and that’s it. “The drive home is a blur.” I pause for a minute, shifting my thighs and watching Tanner’s throat move as he swallows.

He releases my wrist and runs his hand down his neck, still staring at me from eyes of ice and fog. I maintain my original position: I’m probably lucky that Marlowe’s the one that found me in the woods.

“Would you have assaulted me?” I ask Tanner, and it’s hard to get the words out. Especially since what I really want is more sex. But the question comes out of nowhere, and I can’t seem to feel sorry that I asked it. If he’s going to be honest with me, now’s my chance to find out. “If you’d found me in the woods instead of Marlowe.”

Tanner frowns, dropping his hand to the bed.

“I would’ve thrown you over my shoulder and walked you back to the house, kitten.”

My own hand continues its southerly direction across the sheets, but Tanner doesn’t stop me this time. I pause with my arm by my side, not bothering to sneak my hand under to find my clit. I’m still hoping that he’s going to take care of me, that he can’t resist the urge.

There’s this fierce desire in Tanner to possess me, a hunger that’s more fervent than anything I’ve seen in him before.

It’s in the tense set of his shoulders, the way he works his jaw, the dilation of his pupils.

It’s in his shadow as it drifts over my skin like black fog.

“And then what?” I whisper, and Tanner flicks his tongue against the corner of his lip. He doesn’t like this conversation, but he’s willing to have it. A dash of gray morning light turns the scar on his face silver.

“Trapped you there, waited for you to talk.” He gets up onto all-fours and crawls back over me, his heat making me shudder in relief. I needed him here. Wanted him here so badly. “Wasn’t an option with Marlowe. He would’ve bitten his own tongue off and swallowed it if he didn’t think I might kill his friends.”

I never asked about Marlowe.

Tanner nudges my legs apart with his knees and thrusts into me, a satisfied sigh escaping him when my ass comes up and pushes aggressively back against his hips.

“You think I’m any less stubborn?” I pant as he curls his fingers around my hip and rolls his body against mine. It’s wet and loud and it’s good.

“You would’ve started talking to me.” Tanner takes my hair in his fist, tugging on the black and orange braid until I rise up on my palms. I brace myself as he fucks me, sweeter than he means to be. “You didn’t care half as much as he did about getting back here.”

That’s the end of the conversation. He tightens his grip on both my hair and my hip, working himself inside of me until he comes a second time. I squeeze my eyes shut, convinced he’s going to leave again.

He doesn’t.

He keeps his dick seated inside of me, reaching under me and using the mixed liquid from our bodies as lube to touch me.

I bite onto the sheets as Tanner rocks his hips, working his fingers against my clit as he nips gently against the side of my neck. His stubble rubs over my skin, making me moan and writhe under him.

Waking up now is nothing like it was before I went into the Witchwoods.

My entire life has changed.

“Make me come, Tanner.” I grind hard against him, and he drags his hips against my ass, holding his pelvis tight to mine. He murmurs encouragement as I pant and stretch and wriggle underneath him.

“You’re doing so fucking well, Kate. You’re incredible at this. A natural. You know how to be fucked as well as I know how to fuck. I don’t say that lightly, kitten. You hear me? You’re perfect wrapped around me like that.”

It’s his words more than anything else that get me. I’m huffing sharper, brighter, louder breaths.

And then it’s over.

I’m digging my teeth into the pillow, eyelids fluttering, muscles quivering all over. I collapse under Tanner, and he follows me down to the mattress, bracing himself on his forearms as I shake and tremble beneath him.

He rides out every last second of my climactic aftershocks.

I turn onto my back and he lets me go, but not by a lot. He stays where he is, posted on all-fours above me. A bead of sweat drips from his nose and hits me in the breast, sliding down my nipple. We both make a sound at the sight of it.

“That was wonderful,” I admit with a happy flush, and he offers me a very accommodating smile in return. Tanner drops his face to the side of my neck and kisses all the sore, bruised places on my throat. From teeth and tongue, the gentle impressions of strong fingertips. “Mm. Can you get me the salve?” I murmur, already half-asleep again.

“No,” he tells me, almost sternly. Tanner presses a gentle kiss to my hair, nuzzling me in a way that’s very sweet but also very telling. If I try to get up right now, he won’t be pleased.

“What do you mean no?” I grumble, turning my head to look at him again.

“You’re not erasing the proof that last night happened.” To emphasize his point, he runs his tongue up my neck to my jaw, and then nips my ear. “I’ll heal all your wounds, Kate, but this is different.”

“You want me sore, so I can’t have anymore sex? Got it.” I sit up as Tanner collapses onto his side, watching with hooded eyes as I climb gingerly off the bed. My legs are a little shaky, but I don’t actually feel any soreness even though we went hard last night and again just now.

Is it the magic lube keeping me hale? The fact that I get so aroused, I’m basically jelly in the arms of the Witchwood Boys? I have no idea. Luck? Skill?

I don’t have an answer. I grab sweatpants and a shirt, tossing a set of the same in Tanner’s direction. He accepts the pants, refuses to put the shirt on. Shocking.

“By the way, if this is you acting like an asshole, you suck at it. Don’t even try.” I yank my pants on as he swings his legs off the bed and unfolds his huge body in front of me. My throat closes up, and I hurry to slip the shirt on.

“No, no, I’m not acting like an asshole.” He lifts up his hand, tattooed side facing out. I see the wolf, the ram’s head, and the moon inked into his flesh by magic. He snaps his fingers and the lock on the bedroom door clicks, like maybe it wouldn’t have opened for me if I’d tried it first. “I’m just doing what I want to do. However that comes across, well, it is what it is.” He points at me, and his own smile is vicious. “If you thought you had trouble getting space from me before, well, honey, it’s done now.”

“It’s done?” I echo, blinking rapidly. “What does that even mean?”

Tanner smiles, but he doesn’t answer.

I realize we haven’t had a spare moment to talk since our argument in the front yard of the Pink Lady mansion, but did something happen last night that I don’t know about?

Wytch. A dark whisper in the back of my mind. Wytch.

Come here, witch.
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Tanner walks me to the bathroom, brushing his teeth beside me. Combing his gold and black hair. Shaving himself smooth. Watching me in the mirror.

I want to clean up a little, but not while he’s staring at me the way he is.

That’s dangerous. We’ll never leave the house.

He moves past me to the bathroom door, opening it to an enthusiastic greeting from our dog. Flick spins in a manic circle and then rockets down the hallway and back again. Ah, the joys of owning a herding breed.

The house smells amazing, like fresh coffee and bacon, maybe some eggs. Is something baking? I inhale and stretch my arms over my head, letting my satisfaction and my joy wash over me.

“Want to hear something funny?” Tanner asks, waiting for me to step into the hallway before he does. He’s got the dog’s orange frisbee spinning on his finger as we walk.

“I’d like to know what it’s done means. Why would I want space from you anyway?”

I fold my arms and lift a brow, pausing in front of the open bedroom door.

“So you do like it when I follow you into the bathroom.” Tanner gets way too close to me, his shadow looming over mine, its tails constricting my silhouette. I can almost feel it, the tension around my waist, around my throat. I exhale sharply, and he laughs.

Flick bounces in place until Tanner tosses the frisbee over the railing to the first floor. The dog flies down the stairs like he’s got wings. There’s a vicious snarl as Flick attacks the orange disc and gives it an adorable death-shake.

“What happened last night?” I demand, because there must be something I need to know about.

“Your ex confronted us in the parking lot.” Tanner shifts back, but only an inch or two. He reaches past me to snag our hats off their hooks, tossing mine on before he adjusts his own with two big hands on the brim. His wolf ears are cock-eyed. “Something about seeing you unconscious and slung over my shoulder really set the man off.”

I close my eyes as my hat grows a mouth on the left side of its brim, tongue snapping at Tanner. I taste the sweat from the hollow of his throat as well as his emotions. Violent. Gentle. Violent.

Whoa.

“Where is he buried?” I ask, my heart constricting. Nathan might’ve been a low-key douche, but we were childhood friends. He was my first boyfriend and—

“Please. Would we ever do something like that to you?” Tanner ruffles my hair with his hand and then gestures for me to move down the stairs. He matches each of his steps to my own, his wolf ears swiveling to take in as many sounds as possible. I know he’s worried about the Hag Wytch, about something happening like it did at the Witch’s Tree. But this is extreme.

He’s definitely keeping something from me.

All we did last night was have group sex, so we could procure another ingredient for the gate binding spell. Nothing special. Not just that and you know it, Kate. That was—as odd as it sounds—a lovemaking orgy.

Shit. I feign nonchalance. Yeah, I took three guys at the same time. It’s all good. I’m good.

“If he isn’t dead, then what happened?” I ask, the pair of us continuing to descend the steps side by side. My heart thumps a little. Flick returns the frisbee, and Tanner tosses it across the living room again. His monster crow, Ebon, sweeps in, circles above the both of us, and settles for landing on the grandfather clock across the room.

“We made him impotent for a year. It’s the least of what he deserves.” Tanner breezes through the statement like it’s nothing.

“You made Nathan impotent for a year?” I repeat, and he struggles not to smile. It doesn’t last. Tanner only nods and then turns away, pausing outside the kitchen to usher me in first. “Why? What did he do?”

“He’s … you know, got a mouth on him.” Tanner watches me like he’s hunting, eyes skimming my body as I pass. I shiver under that heated stare, trying not to draw the suspicions of the other two men. The Eastwoods’ cum is ruining my sweatpants as it drips out of me. No big deal.

I pad into the kitchen to see that the round table in the center has been set for breakfast like a 1950s housewife has attacked the place. Tablecloth. Small vase stuffed with glimmering Witchwoods flowers. A tower of sourdough toast. Miniature jams with tiny spreading knives tucked carefully inside of them. Butter in a glass tray. A stack of pancakes. A plate of bacon and sausages. Orange juice. Fresh coffee.

I turn to see Brooks pulling quiches out of the oven with a mitt. He has one of my grandmother’s cookbooks spread open on the counter beside him. He’s not looking at me, but both his shadow and his hat are locked on. Antlers and red eyes on black cones. Marlowe is busy setting out plates and silverware, his hat covered in orange snapdragons. His shadow is yawning, wings curled tight.

Awareness snaps over them both, their combined focus cracking like lightning across my exposed skin.

“Has anyone seen my phone?” I choke out, because I’m too flustered to come up with a better greeting. Also, I can’t avoid social media forever. I need to know what that video from last night was. Witchwoods Boys LIVE S— is not a great title for anything.

Marlowe tugs my phone out of his pocket, flashing it at me before putting it back. In his pants. I’d be more annoyed with him if I hadn’t walked into this.

“What a nice breakfast.” I keep my tone pleasant, like a shirtless Tanner isn’t stalking me from behind. His focus is sexy. If he thinks his attention will bother me, he’s wrong. I’m glad that I told him to stop pretending. “Brooks, thank you for cooking. Marlowe, setting the table is appreciated.”

I ease into the room and turn, meeting Tanner’s eyes again. They’re inscrutable and dark, but he’s also smiling. It’s a disturbing combination. What are you thinking? I can’t see inside your head, East.

“Tanner is responsible for the dishes.” That’s how Brooks responds, wearing a pair of pants with suspenders that aren’t hooked. They just hang at his sides, and I wonder if he’s really planning on wearing them today.

Oh. Wait.

The cemetery.

Of course he’d wear something nice. Something very old-fashioned, too.

“Thank you,” I say, to all three of them. “Just let me know what my contribution should be.”

Marlowe laughs and looks up at me from under heavy, hooded lids. The snapdragons on his hat turn pink, like a blush. Then they go lascivious red, and I sense a quip incoming.

“You gave your contribution last night.” He tosses the final fork onto the table and then puts his palm beside the place setting, leaning down on one hand. With his other, he picks up a piece of toast. It was made in the oven, I’ll bet, since we no longer have a toaster. I have a very greedy hat. Marlowe takes this weirdly adorable little bite from one corner.

My body throbs, and I remember how not adorable all three of them were last night.

I throw myself into the northmost chair, and Tanner picks up my coffee mug without asking. He fills it for me, adds the milk, sets it in front of me. Georgia would hate all of this pampering. She’d find it patronizing and infantilizing.

I … shit, I like it.

“If you’re implying that I pay for niceness with sex, then I take back all the nice things I said about you last night.” I pick up my mug as Brooks places a fresh quiche on the plate in front of me. I look up at him, and all six eyes on his hat blink down at me.

“Nice things?” He stares up at the ceiling with his own eyes, like he’s searching for a thought. Or maybe he just sensed that a glowing fern tendril was about to sprout directly from the ceiling above him. A bit of plaster dust crumbles down, and Brooks catches it in a palm before it can dirty the table. The Witchwoods is certainly making its mark on this world. “Definitely take back all of those nice things.” His eyes drop back to mine, and he smirks. “How’s your ass this morning?”

“Your magic lube did the trick. I’m not even sore.” I take a sip of my coffee, and somehow it tastes better than usual. Maybe because I didn’t have to make it? Tanner scrapes his teeth over his lip, like he can tell what I’m thinking. His attention drops to my crotch, and when I look down, I see that there’s a visible wet spot on my white sweatpants.

I force myself to take another drink of coffee, the way Brooks does. Like I’m entirely unflappable. Marlowe snorts, unconvinced by my chill attitude. He can see the wet spot, too.

“Magic lube? I got that out of your nightstand drawer.” Brooks’ lips twist into a sexy, confident smile, and my heart lurches strangely. “We just got you nice and wet and loose, my love.”

My love?! He … it’s a turn of phrase. That’s it.

“Loose?” The word doesn’t sound very sexy. More casual coffee sipping from me.

“The more aroused a woman is, the looser she is.” Marlowe looks up from buttering a piece of toast and sighs at me. “Don’t make me mansplain this shit. That’s just sad—for you, Kate. Sad for you.”

“Where did you learn the term mansplain?” I demand, and once again, he lifts my phone out of his pocket as Tanner takes the seat on my left, hooks his foot around my chair, and tugs me closer to him. I hold my coffee mug carefully so that none of it splashes out.

“Did you hear what I said?” Marlowe replies, but I did. I heard him. I know what the guys mean. I guess I just didn’t … right. They used foreplay to rile me up, and maybe that’s the reason I’m not sore at all. God. Nathan sucked, didn’t he? Nathan sucked big time. I’m glad he’s impotent.

“Give me my phone back.” I hold out my hand, but Marlowe hesitates.

Alarm spikes my blood, and I stand up suddenly, nearly spilling my coffee again.

“What is it?” I ask him, feeling panic hit me like a ton of bricks. “That drone, they got footage of me and Tanner in the yard, didn’t they?”

“Only a little,” is how Marlowe responds, flinching. Neither Tanner nor Brooks understand how fucking horrible this is. Only Marlowe gets it.

I put my coffee down and scramble around the table, taking the phone from him and clicking the YouTube video that he has pulled up. I do not look to see how many views it has.

There’s just a little snippet, the barest flash of me and Tanner on the grass together before we get up and fix our clothes. Ebon then crashes into the drone and the whole thing plummets to the ground. That’s weird enough, that some random crow would attack a drone. Even weirder is that this isn’t the only video.

There’s … another one. From the hot tub place. I almost throw up right there on the kitchen floor.

The tree limbs block most of the shot, but it’s pretty clear that four witch hats are sitting on the ground beside the hot tub while four bodies entwine on the opposite side.

I quickly scroll to the comments, and my blood chills.

Go check out that urban explorer guy’s video. He flew from Germany to see the Witch’s Tree and then was too scared to get close to it. It’s magic, I’m telling you.

Next comment.

Did you see the anti-hoax girl’s vid? She isn’t afraid of anything, and that place made her cry.

Another.

Doesn’t it seem weird that nobody can approach them? Like, even people who flew all the way over there in search of interviews?

Newest comment.

Have you ever played DnD? I sense a spell of foreboding. LOL.

I drop the phone to my side, staring at the three witch men as they stare back at me.

“There’s a sex tape of us online.” My voice is dark with the horror of such a thing.

“We’ll use a spell to remove it,” Brooks says with infuriating calm, plating three other quiches, and then taking his own seat at the table. He tacks on a disdainful, “after we take care of everything else.”

Brooks uses his fork to cut into the quiche as Marlowe mixes two different kinds of jam together and Tanner piles bacon onto his plate. Quicksilver eyes lift to my face, and the very edge of his lip twitches. If he finds whoever uploaded that video, they are fucked.

“We’re going to kill whoever’s responsible for spying on us,” Tanner admits, shrugging and digging into his food. I don’t think it’s a joke either. I really do believe that he’s serious. “Sorry, kitten. I know you hate violence, but it’s happening.”

Marlowe is frowning, brow pinched, watching me like he’s gauging the strength of my reaction. Like he’s worried about my feelings.

“A sex tape, Brooks. A tape of us, having sex. People can see us having sex.” I’m pacing slightly. “Can a spell actually remove content from the internet? Listen, you old dinosaur, I don’t think you understand how big of a deal this is.” I’m shaking. I … I suppose I thought I was being a little paranoid last night. My intrusive thoughts were right. Sex tape.

I have a sex tape on the internet. Luckily for me, magic is invisible to anyone who hasn’t been in the Witchwoods. The glowing, the magic wind, that stuff, it’s all blissfully missing for almost everyone. Remember the girl at the farmer’s market? She could see it.

Doesn’t matter. That part doesn’t matter.

I might be experimenting in the bedroom with these guys, but I sure as fuck don’t want anyone else to watch us. Last night was private and special and … dirty. Thankfully the video isn’t great quality, and it’s pretty hard to see through the trees, but that’s just amping up the intrigue.

We’re so viral that we are internet culture at the moment.

This is not helping. This is making it so much worse.

“I know exactly what sort of deal this is. I’ve adapted quickly, Kate.” Brooks is quietly eating his quiche like he’s completely unaffected by any of this. If he understood, he would be affected. “I’m fairly certain it was your ex-boyfriend who filmed us,” he says calmly, shocking the hell out of me. “Not setting him on fire last night was a mistake. I should’ve followed my instincts.”

Oh. So Brooks is bothered by it and trying to control his emotions.

But then … Nathan? Nathan filmed us. I don’t want to believe it.

I wouldn’t let the guys murder him, but if he is responsible, we’ll have to do more than just make him impotent for a year.

“What about you?” I gesture at Marlowe as he uses his knuckle to swipe jam from his jaw. He licks it off while staring at the table, and all of the flowers on his hat die all at once. Red petals drift to the floor as he lifts black eyes to mine.

“I’m fine, Kate. You are the one I’m worried about.” Lo curls his lip, and I allow my hat’s tongue to polish off the speck of jam that he missed. Blackberry and strawberry and he’s fucking pissed. All three of them seem to value their privacy as much as I do.

I stop pacing and turn to face the table as a thought occurs to me.

“If too many people press against the spell of fear in the woods, does it degrade faster or will it still last a month? Should we renew the spell sooner?” I ask, trying to cover my bases here.

“I thought you were the boss in the modern world?” Brooks retorts, taking another bite of quiche and closing his eyes, like he thinks he did a nice job with the crust. It does smell really good. “Why don’t you tell me what to do?”

“Fucking prick.” Marlowe says it for me, fixated on my wet crotch all over again. Tanner loves that, catching Lo’s eyes. They’re briefly distracted by one another as I scoot behind my chair to hide it. “Yeah, it degrades,” Lo continues eventually. “The sex tape will bring hordes, won’t it? Onto the house as well as the woods.”

That’s right. The foreboding spell. We’re going to have to keep casting both spells? Yes! My cheeks flush pink, and all three men shift toward me. They can tell I’m excited about something. Just so long as they don’t know I’m imagining repeats of those spell requirements.

Kissing in the sunlit living room. Bukakke in the woods.

I try to act casual, sliding my hands into my pockets. But I’m not casual. I’m not. I don’t pull off the casual look—especially not when I cast a shadow with horns, her back arched in pleasure on the wall behind me.

“Holy shit, kitten,” Tanner grumbles, rubbing his hand over his face. “Don’t do that. Yeah, I’d love nothing more than to fuck you all day, too, but we can’t let the Hag catch us with our pants down.”

They … got it. Even without me saying anything. They know I’m turned-on and why. Damn it.

“You’re adorable, Kate,” Brooks tells me, which just makes me irritated. I try not to obsess over Marlowe. I caught a glimpse of him leaning back, an obvious bulge in his sweatpants.

“If you want to be the leader then lead.” I wiggle my phone at Brooks. “I don’t want our video to be seen by anyone else. Is there really magic for that?”

I’m genuinely asking. I need to know. But somehow, I’m sure it’s too good to be true. Magic can’t solve every single problem in my life. I have to be realistic in what it can and cannot—

“Absolutely.” Brooks is terribly smug about it. “There’s a spell in one of my books, a mass mind erasing spell. It was triggered by reading a book in the past, but I don’t see why we can’t adapt it to this. We could make it so that anyone who watches the video forgets and never mentions it again.”

My eyes go wide, and I end up throwing my arms around his neck. Around Brooks’ neck. I’m hugging Brooks. He puts his own hands on my waist, holding me in a firm grip. I lean back to look at him better.

I’ve got eight eyes on me now, his hat and his poison-green irises. I retaliate with my hat’s tongue, tasting his emotions on the air. Confidence, affection, and … sorrow? Hmm.

“Right. Okay. So. We should … probably still visit the cemetery and try to bind the gate first?” I would almost rather block the video than close the gate, but I can’t let the Hag Wytch end my life when I’m really fucking excited at how it’s finally starting. This is fun. This adventuring shit is honestly fun to me. “Probably still dig up … that body.”

“Dig up Daddy Dearest?” Tanner asks with a laugh. “Oh, don’t look so down, kitten. I promise you: I have no hidden trauma. I hated the guy, and I’m glad he’s dead. The world is better off without him.”

I don’t tell Tanner that he sounds bitter. Guess we’ll see how he reacts.

Then I think about my dad. He’s not even that bad, more like a douche than anything else. If he died, I know I’d feel like I had to grieve, like I was obligated. Not sure that I would though.

“Visit the cemetery and dig up Tanner Skye Senior. We should do that first?” I’m giving Brooks a look, and he sighs, reaching up to stroke his hand down my hair. I love the way it feels when he touches my braid.

“That mind erasing spell requires a week of … well, it’ll take a week.” His mouth twitches. “I’m as tempted as you are to say to hell with it, and spend the next seven days inside of you, but we just can’t. We need the Hag gone first. Trust me: if your life wasn’t on the line, I would get the video down first.”

I believe him.

This is why being the leader sucks. I don’t want that responsibility. Neither choice was a good choice, but one was better than the other.

I stand up and he slides his hands over my hips before letting me go. Time for quiche. I sit down and cut a piece, knowing before it even hits my lips that it’ll be good.

Oh.

It’s more than just good, it’s … fuck.

I look up at Brooks, wide-eyed, and he smirks at me.

“Didn’t I tell you?” He pushes his empty plate aside, resting his elbows on the surface, and then clasping his hands. “My sister refused to learn to cook. My mother was an unconventional woman. She taught me instead.”

I’ll admit that it’s an unexpected quality in such a domineering asshole.

“Miriam keeps texting your phone.” Marlowe sips his iced coffee, watching me from the western side of the table. Behind him, beyond the walls of this house, lies the ocean. With the back door cracked, I can smell salt on the wind. “She’s obsessed with the idea of having us to her place for dinner. Probably scheming with Dennis over how to tell my parents.”

I grab my phone and glance at the text messages. Yep. Right there. Marlowe used my phone to reply to Miriam. I’m impressed. His response reads: don’t fucking contact me unless I contact you first.

“Did you really have texting back in 2004, or did you just learn by watching me?” I’m teasing, and he knows it. This is our thing, apparently.

“We’re from different decades, Kate. We’re not stupid.” Marlowe snorts at me and shakes his head, but he isn’t angry. I can tell that he’s into me, and I don’t know how to fully process that. “Brooks?” He turns his head suddenly, like he’s tearing himself away. “Tonight? Tomorrow? When are we doing this goddamn spell?”

“We’ll do it in a few days; the brew needs to rest with this one. I’ll cook it up tonight.” Brooks watches me while I eat my quiche in cum-soaked sweatpants. Salt fog, coffee, and bacon. It’s a lovely morning if you don’t think about millions of randos enjoying a video of us— “Cast-iron pots work fine, but I’d love a proper cauldron. Any idea where we can get one?”

My mouth twitches as I stab at my food.

“You’re the leader, right? Why don’t you tell me where we can get a cauldron?”

Brooks’ runs his tongue over his teeth as he studies me, hands still clasped.

“You love to be spanked, don’t you?” he asks, but I still don’t look up.

“You love to be choked, don’t you?” I retort, but I didn’t really get him with the vines last night, did I?

“Sometimes. Ask me again after some foreplay.” Brooks continues to stare at me while I blush. “Do you have a black dress to wear to the cemetery?”

I look up and I see that it’s not Tanner I need to worry about today.

It’s Brooks.

Brooks is upset.

Brooks’ entire family is dead.

This man went into the Witch’s Tree two years ago and came out to a different world. He came out alone. He came out after chasing his baby sister, a sister that he then lost to the Hag.

A little sister that was eaten.

I’ll be a little nicer to him today.

“Nothing appropriate. I’m sorry. I can do a black sweater and some slacks?”

“Do you have an inappropriate black dress?” Brooks asks, his mouth lifting a little on one side. It’s a lot from him, to even smile that much. “I’d take that.”

“I’m not wearing a little black dress to the graveyard,” I tell him with a snort, and then he’s not smiling anymore. He’s frowning down at me.

“Like hell you won’t,” he says, and I decide that I no longer like him. “I would rather be overwhelmed with feelings for you than find myself crushed under the weight of despair for my family.”

“You’re manipulative,” I murmur to him, and he is.

He’s also serious.

“And about Miriam,” Brooks adds, looking over at Marlowe. “If you want us to have dinner with her and Dennis, that’s fine with me, but it’s not going to be a regular thing. The pair of them make you miserable.”

“Obviously,” Lo growls out, but Brooks plows on while Tanner reclines in his chair to watch. There’s a story here that feels like it belongs to the three of them more than it does me. I want to know everything.

“Couple of dinners is fine, if you feel the need to curse them or something.” Brooks does the asshole coffee-sipping thing. “But they are not our friends.”

Marlowe opens his mouth, but no words come out. He purses his lips and then scowls.

But he knows that Brooks is right. It’s never easy to admit that.

Silence. Ceramic mugs on wood. Forks on Gram’s china. Sipping.

“You think the tree will still work on moonless nights when we’re done?” Tanner sounds like he’s been thinking about this for a while, one finger absently tracing the coven sigil scarred into his chest. “Or will it be closed forever?”

“Does it matter?” Brooks sets his coffee down and lifts his gaze to the sliding glass doors behind me. “If the gate is closed, and she is trapped in the woods, it’s a success.”

I look over my shoulder and spot the Hag Wytch beside my reflection.

Somehow, I swear that she’s looking right at me.

Flick charges the door, paws slamming into the glass and startling the ancient forest god. She spreads her wings and takes off with powerful flaps while my dog spins in a wild circle, barking at her until she’s gone.

“At least she’s still running away,” Tanner murmurs, but when I look back at him, he pretends to be relaxed. “Grab that inappropriate little dress, and let’s go.” He stands up, holding out his hand.

I’m not going to be allowed to go upstairs and change by myself, am I? It’s like we’re back to day one. No closed or even cracked doors. Everything wide open. The Witchwood Boys on me all the time. Yes.

I wet my lips and stand, accepting Tanner’s hand.

Time to get ready for the cemetery.
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Kate

The gravestone is unremarkable.

I’ve walked by it a thousand times just taking Flick for a walk. There’s a popular trail that snakes right through the middle of the cemetery. The grass around the monument is well-maintained, but the cement marker itself is brittle, chipped, and covered in slick patches of moss.

Brooks McDowell

1931-1955

Best big brother, son, and cousin.

Cherished dearly and sorely missed.

There’s another gravestone beside it, but this one has a little cherub etched into the bottom.

Sharyn McDowell

1943-1955

Best little sister, daughter, and cousin.

Loved wholly and for—

A piece of moss interrupts that last word, making it hard to read. I look up at Brooks, but he seems okay, staring down at his sister’s headstone rather than his own. He’s standing on my right. Tanner on my left. Marlowe has squatted down, peeling away the moss that’s blocking the last word.

Forever.

Loved wholly and forever.

Of course.

“Gather plenty of moss, plenty of dirt,” Brooks instructs. We’re all wearing our witch hats, the afternoon sun throwing uncanny shadows behind us. They’re too dark, too vicious, those shadows. They have strange angles. They have antlers and wings and tails and horns.

My hat has teeth and maybe just possibly licked my head.

I’m so fucking thankful that nobody else is here with us today. The cemetery is empty, slices of yellow sun cutting through the fog. Birds are chirping. We’re the creepiest things inside that iron fencing.

“My parents must be buried somewhere around … ah, here.” Brooks turns and finds them across the path. They have a shared headstone despite the gap in their death years, despite his mom remarrying after his dad passed. “Great.”

Brooks spins slowly back to his grave, falls to his knees, and then he punches his own headstone as hard as he can. It cracks, bits of cement coming loose. There’s blood all over it, but his face is as obtuse as ever.

He’s not okay, is he?

All six eyes on his hat are bloodshot.

“Gather up plenty of this cement, too.” Brooks stands, attention fixed on his ruined grave. He’s frowning and squeezing his hand into a fist, dribbling yet more blood over the epitaph engraved with his name. “We have to grieve while we’re here. Just like we had to feel awe in the canyon, and lust at the hot tubs. Part of my quest to escape the Witchwoods was so that I could grieve properly.” He swallows, like he’s pushing back the anger. “I knew very soon after meeting my mentor that I wasn’t going to see my family alive. This has been years in the making.”

Brooks touches the side of my face with bloody fingers and then turns, walking through the graves and disappearing into the cemetery. It seems like he wants to be alone, but I’m not sure.

“Let him suffer.” This is Marlowe, spilling his honest feelings with zero shame. He’s gathering up the spell ingredients while Tanner peers after our Southwoods with a frown of his own. He notices me staring after him and offers a flat smile, wolf ears curled strangely. Lo continues. “I received my punishment. It’s his turn now.”

“And this is mine.” Tanner gestures after Brooks, his smile a little crooked, his shadow slinking through the graveyard like one of the undead. “Go after him if you want, Kate. I’ll pretend to give you some privacy.”

“I appreciate the attempt.” I’m being serious. Tanner can tell, and he does his best to smother a surprised smile. He’s still jealous, but at least I managed to amuse him some.

Marlowe yanks his hat brim down, spilling blue forget-me-nots all over the dirt.

“Just don’t get too far away. I won’t like that.” Lo doesn’t look up, his shadow a strange ink blotch around his feet, its edges unclear and murky. The demon wings steal across several unkempt gravesites on either side of him. Most of the graves are soggy, covered in weeds, and sprouting Witchwoods mushrooms.

Not the McDowells’ though. Somebody still cares enough to come here.

“Roger that, West.” I nod, look at Tanner, nod again. “East.”

I jog after Brooks, and he smiles when he sees me speed-walking to keep up. He slows his stride and then stops entirely, turning to look at me and pushing the brim of his hat out of his face. I’m not sure that he knows the six red eyes up top are crying.

Brooks holds out his arm for me, very handsome in that black, wool peacoat with fog-kissed red hair and a swoop of black bang.

I take his arm, and we walk.

“What do you think my sister’s children make of all this? Me … being on the news. Everywhere. All the time.” Brooks works his jaw. Yeah, okay, it does seem like he understands the internet. “They probably think I’m a fraud, that I’m mocking the family.”

“They might,” I admit, but I obviously don’t know them as well as he … Well, I guess he doesn’t know them either. Few (if any) of the current McDowells were born when Brooks went missing. Those people are simply related to the ones that Brooks loved the most.

Doesn’t mean he knows them. He probably won’t ever be able to have a relationship with them.

“They might,” he agrees, and then he sighs, turning to look at the cemetery again. It runs up a hill, from a small, rarely-traveled street to the woods. Old and lumpy and quiet. “This place was brand-new when I left. They hadn’t even put in grass let alone buried anyone here. My parents got a good deal from a door-to-door salesman.”

“A … what? Like, a guy selling burial plots door-to-door?” I can’t even imagine that.

“Yes. Just like that.” Brooks walks us up the hill to the edge of the forest. “Bigger trees back then.” He’s staring hard at the copse of redwoods, the eyes on his hat red but no longer tearing up.

“I told you: this was all clear-cut in the early sixties. This is a second generation forest.”

We stand there together, and I shiver because I’m wearing my witch boots and hat with a skintight black dress that just barely brushes my knees. It has a plunge in the back, a border of crystals on either side.

It was part of a Halloween costume once.

This is all that I had. I like to wear overalls and, after having worn this dress today, well, I now love wearing overalls. So comfy. This is miserable.

Except for the way that Brooks watches me.

He slips his coat off and puts it over my shoulders, warm and scented with a touch of flour from baking, a whiff of ash and ember like fire. Brooks runs a hand through his hair. He fixed it this morning, slicked it back in a way that I think was popular in his time.

It’s been entirely undone by now, ruffled by the wind and by his fingers. It’s slightly tousled, and begging for me to touch it. It’s soft at the nape of his neck, remember?

I slip my arms into the jacket, so that I can wear it properly.

“You shouldn’t have punched your own headstone. What if your family regularly comes here? Somebody left flowers.” And they had. They weren’t very old either. Only a few petals had fallen onto the moss carpet beneath their metal vase.

“I don’t deserve a headstone. Only a man who saved his little sister deserves a headstone.” Brooks puts his hands in the pockets of his slacks and then looks out toward the woods again, like he’s trying to process two-plus-years of Witchwoods memories all at once.

He’s serious.

He truly believes that.

My heart fucking bleeds for him.

I wish it didn’t, but it does. Like I said, soft squishy heart. I shouldn’t trust these men, but I do. I’m not sure if it’s because of the spell that makes us a coven, or because they back up all the promises they make with actions.

All three of them came into the Witchwoods after me when they could’ve left me there.

They cook me breakfast. They play with my dog. They mow my lawn.

We’re compatible in bed. So damn compatible.

I felt like a goddess in that hot tub, with three faithful, fervent worshippers.

Brooks looks a bit like a zealot this morning, all eight of his eyes on me again.

His attention is on the pale heart-shaped line of my cleavage before he remembers where we are and shakes his head. He pauses to stare at something over my shoulder. Tanner, probably. Knowing that our coven member is stalking us does nothing to dampen the carnal glaze in our leader’s poison-green eyes.

He knocks me back with his next look. It’s as wild and hot as the magic crackling at his fingertips. Brooks shakes his hands out, like he’s just realized what he’s doing. Flowers sprout around my boots, and I swallow back a rush of nerves.

I really like these guys, don’t I? Outside of everything. Beyond everything.

“I’m not fucking you in a cemetery,” he murmurs, and then quickly corrects that. “I’m not fucking you next to my family’s graves. A different cemetery would’ve been fine.”

I smile at that.

“You’re assuming I’d let you. We already have a sex tape out there. Let’s not add fuel to the fire.”

“After we’re done dealing with the gate, we’ll spell ourselves so that people don’t notice us in public. Then I can fuck you whenever I want, wherever I want.” Brooks reaches down and takes my hand, a move so shocking that I forget the witty quip resting on the tip of my tongue. I gape up at him as he shifts his huge body to stare down at me, eyes cast in shadow from the angle of the sun and the brim of his hat. “And I do want you, Kate. Just so we’re clear about that.”

Brooks’ hand is big and rough and warm, and he runs his thumb over my knuckles every couple of seconds. He tugs me back toward the path, grabbing trinkets here and there. A stone from the top of a random headstone. Some dead flowers that he stuffs in his pocket. Spell supplies.

“You know that you’re full of shit, don’t you?” I tell him as we wend between two copper urns on concrete pedestals. It took me that long to come up with a response to his words. My hat is desperate to lick him, to taste his emotions, but I’m trying to give the men some privacy for their feelings.

“Excuse me?” Brooks turns to me, his hat’s eyes blinking in a random order. A small one up top. The big one in the middle. One underneath. “Full of shit, how? Because I said that I want you? No, I definitely meant that. Care to clarify for me, North.”

North. Hah. His lips are quirked in a lighthearted tease.

“That’s not …” I trail off, watching my feet so that I don’t trip. The cemetery has uneven ground, bits of old cement protruding from the earth at random angles. Tree roots. Small metal plaques with the names of people long-since forgotten. “I wasn’t talking about that. Your sister, Sharyn … You deserve a headstone, Brooks.”

He stops walking, but maintains the firm grip he has on my hand.

There’s this strange tugging in my lower belly, like a cramp that started when we got too far from Marlowe and won’t stop until he’s in range again. If we were forcefully separated somehow, would it hurt to be further apart than this? Would the pain rip me to pieces the way it’s threatening to now?

“My sister is trapped inside the Hag Wytch, but I can’t do anything about it.” Brooks lifts his head to stare at me, his expression stripped of affection and good humour. He’s completely serious. “I thought that having a coven would give me the power to kill the Hag. It didn’t. It gave me the responsibility to make sure the three of you don’t meet my sister’s fate.”

I try desperately to come up with something to say.

The high cost of leadership. Brooks could ask us to fight the Hag to save his sister, but he’s prioritizing our well-being over his other goals. Fuck. My eyes are as salty as the sea fog settling in at the bottom of the hill. Some of it stirs beside us. Tanner.

His shadow slips past without him attached to it.

Brooks’ gaze snaps that direction, antlers black and wild on either side of his hat.

“Being true to my coven means being untrue to my sister. This is the choice I’ve made.” He meets my eyes again. “I do not deserve a headstone. I do not deserve to be remembered. Everything that I am, everything that I will be, starts right here.” He points at the ground with his free hand, witch claw extended.

Thump. Thump. That’s my heart right there, pounding for him. Brooks can tell that he got my pulse racing, but he pretends not to. Just like Tanner is pretending not to eavesdrop.

We start walking again.

“That’s far enough away,” Brooks says, almost absently. “From Marlowe, that is.”

Our Westwoods is pacing when we get back to the McDowell grave, his skin dotted with beads of sweat.

“Seriously?” he asks with a scowl, like we betrayed him by walking too far. I could feel it. Brooks, too. Tanner. He reappears between a pair of mausoleums, Ebon circling in the sky above his head. A happy coven is one that sticks together.

The Witchwood Boys were right about that, too.

“Did you get everything?” Brooks asks, checking over the bag of supplies that Lo gathered.

“Leave me to do the task and then question my competence.” Marlowe gives me a companionable look, but then his attention snags on Brooks and the shape our hands make while twined together. Lo frowns again, and his hat grows thorny brambles.

Brooks ignores him, tossing the cloth sack over and leaving Marlowe to catch it. Tanner makes his way over to us, wolf ears facing in opposite directions to take in as much sound as possible. He pauses next to the group, his bird landing on his shoulder.

“We have a few hours to kill before we hit the other cemetery. What was it you wanted us to do?” Brooks looks at me like he knows what I’m going to say, but isn’t happy about it.

“We’re going to buy you guys some phones, so we can keep in touch if we get separated.” I sound a little smug. Can’t help myself. Brooks is going to give in because he knows I’m right about this—even if he wishes I weren’t.

“We’re never going to be separated,” Tanner tells me, shrugging like this is obvious and I should’ve known it. He’s beautiful in all black, with that split hair and his dual-colored eyebrow. He shaved nice and fresh for this visit, but I miss his stubble already. Shouldn’t have to wait long for it to come back. “But if phones are what you want, let’s make it happen.”

“I want a phone anyway,” Marlowe declares, briefly removing his hat and pushing his dark hair back from his face. It’s the color of an oil spill under the sun, black but glistening with rainbow colors in the light. “And some headphones. I’d also like a new computer, and whatever the newest gaming system is, but I’m assuming we can’t afford it?”

We start toward the car together as I think about that, my hand regrettably slipping from Brooks’ grasp. That was nice, to hold hands with him. I liked it.

“Maybe not now, but when we get paid the second half from the Pink Lady job.” I yank on my dress, trying to keep the black fabric from creeping up my pale thighs. Marlowe works his jaw and pretends not to notice, but his hat blooms with wildflowers and gives away his true emotions anyway. More wildflowers bloom under me as I walk. It’s embarrassing.

How did I get the hungry hat with the teeth and tongue? Maybe Lo’s hat should’ve been mine? Then again, seems like the hat powers are pretty random. Not sure how six eyeballs equate to fire, or wolf ears go with an easterly direction. Magic is kind of messy, isn’t it?

“We’ll transmogrify more leaves when we don’t need our blood and cum for other spells.” There goes Brooks, being annoyingly reasonable all over again. I wipe my hand on the front of my dress and he notices. He has the audacity to smirk at me.

“I would love to get into gaming,” I tell Marlowe, and he just fucking stares at me. “What? I didn’t have the time before, but with you guys on my painting team, we could actually afford to take weekends. Maybe even vacations.”

“We’re witches,” Tanner reminds me with this sexy little press of his teeth in his lower lip. He knows how to turn his head to ensure the sun hits him just right. Unconscious flirtation, and it’s working on me even if I know it works on everybody else, too. “We will take vacations. When we’re not using magic for tough shit like fear spells and gate bindings, we’ll be able to do a lot more. Just you watch. Brooks isn’t good for much, but he can write a mean spell.”

“Am I supposed to thank you for that?” Brooks replies coolly while Marlowe continues to stare at me. I pretend not to notice the intensity in his eyes, drawing out my phone and checking my notifications.

My friends have been calling me repeatedly all day, but I’m only replying via texts in the group chat. If I get on the phone with any one of them, I won’t be able to escape an in-person meeting, and then the guys and I won’t be able to dig up this corpse.

Without it, we can’t start the spell prep.

We need this dead man ASAP.

Don’t think too hard about it being Tanner’s dad.

“Yeah, let’s game together.” Marlowe’s voice is warm in a way that makes it even harder to look at him. “I like that.”

It’s quiet between us for a minute, but then we hit the truck and I’m reaching into my borrowed jacket for the keys. Brooks had them this morning, and I just assumed they’d be in his pockets. I thought I’d nailed it when he gave the coat up like a gentleman.

“Nice try,” he tells me, holding the keys up with a single finger. He’s lucky that he looks real good in suspenders. “Get in the car, Mrs. McDowell.”

“Mrs. McDowell?” Tanner repeats with a not so amused laugh. Marlowe’s look of sheer horror is more than enough to express his feelings on the matter.

“Cute. But that’s not how it’s going to be. All three of you are Mr. Poppy to me.” With a grin, I climb in the back with Tanner and we exchange a look.

I expect at least one of them to argue with me.

“Dennis stole my last name. Why the fuck would I want to be a Waverley anymore anyway?” Marlowe plants his elbow on the truck door and stares out the window.

“Everything I am starts here,” Brooks repeats. “Mr. Poppy is fine, but you’re still a missus. That’s non-negotiable.”

I could choke him. I would, if he hadn’t admitted to liking it.

But it’s Tanner with his knees splayed wide and his arm thrown across the seat behind my head that surprises me.

“We’re each getting our own recording device, right?” He cocks his head at me, and I blush. Not sure why. It’s just … his stance is so lewd. The shape of his cock is obvious behind those dark jeans. Ugh. What did he say to me yesterday?

“I’m doing what I always do. Sorry, it’s easy. You like me for my body like anyone else.”

I make myself look at his face, and he lifts a brow. He knows what I was doing. Hopefully he can also see the effort I’m putting in to get to know him as a human being. Err, as a witch. As something more than a hot body and a hard fuck.

“Yes, all phones are recording devices,” I clarify, voice catching as Brooks starts the truck.

“If the public likes videos of us so much, can we show them what we want them to see instead of only the moments that are stolen from us?” There’s a growl buried in Tanner’s words, a warning that the public can’t hear but that the public should heed. If he gets pushed hard enough, he’ll push back.

“You … want us to post on social media?” It’s an idea that terrifies me to my core, but it’s worth considering. “Maybe we could make ourselves less interesting by telling the world that we staged everything?”

We could also inadvertently make ourselves more popular.

“I definitely don’t want anyone else seeing your cum face. Whatever it takes to get rid of these perverted rubberneckers.” Tanner keeps his attention on me, but it’s heavy. I’m the one that looks away, at the back of Brooks’ seat.

Is this a good idea, getting them phones? It’s probably better that I teach them now. We can’t hide from it forever.

Whether we like it or not, the Witchwood Boys are still trending.
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Kate

The employee knows who we are and immediately starts to chuckle when she sees us.

“Good afternoon.” She’s trying, but she can’t keep the smile from her face. The men are not amused. Marlowe is on the alert, a scowl ready in case one of the numerous people staring at us steps forward. Nobody does. “Can I help you guys with something?”

We don’t really need help since I’m just here to buy a few phones in their boxes, and then activate them online.

“Sure,” I say, against my better judgment. I figure that she might as well point us in the right direction, so I don’t have to wander around. The phones are probably behind the counter anyway, so she’ll have to ring us up, too. “We need three new phones—”

“For the Witchwood Boys,” she fills in, and I want to scream. Tanner is placid beside me, but his energy is crooked. His shadow is crawling across the ceiling with long, clawed fingers. “I did my senior project on the Witchwoods. I recognized you guys right away. I’ve always known there was something special in that forest.”

This chick has no idea that a hyena with antlers and cloven hooves is watching her from across the room. Hunting her, more like. She’s lucky that she can’t see that.

“Is this what suffices for customer service nowadays?” Brooks grumbles, tapping his fingers against his arm in irritation.

This old dinosaur. I give his ancient twenty-six-year-old ass a look, tucking the wool coat around me to hide my dress. Brooks is too busy staring at a wall of TVs with a queasy twist of his lips to notice me glaring at him.

I look back at the employee, determined to get through this without causing a scene.

“We were camping.” I don’t care if this person believes me or not, because I shouldn’t have to explain myself to strangers. If I say I was camping, then so what? She doesn’t know me. “Could you show us where the phones are?”

Her smile is knowing, and the phone in her pocket is absolutely recording. Maybe Tanner was right? I could post about this right now, tell the world how boring my day is. I’m literally only here because … my supernatural witch husbands need new phones since they were lost for decades in a magic forest due to an ancient owl monster.

Shit.

My day is interesting.

I bite my thumbnail and trail after the employee, three witches lagging behind me.

So, she gets us the damn phones and leads us to the counter, talking incessantly. The guys have tuned out, leaving me to deal with her. If it were up to them, they’d just go quiet the way they do with Mrs. Madsen.

“I can’t even imagine trying to teach a time-traveling man to use a phone!” The girl is so excited as she rings us up, and I cringe at the climbing total. I’m going to need my one and only credit card for this. Oh well. We can get it paid back quick.

“He didn’t time-travel,” I say, but she isn’t listening. “He’s only distantly related to the real Brooks McDowell.”

Would it be easier for people to believe he’s a clone? No, that’d make things worse.

“Do you think you can save any of the other victims?” The employee is hopeful as she waits for me to tap my card and finish paying. I look up and she’s smiling softly at me. “My cousin disappeared, and we don’t know if she ever went to the tree, but … she could’ve. Did you see anyone else when you were there?”

The hope in her voice absolutely kills me, so I just take the receipt from her and make a beeline for the exit. If that girl’s cousin is in the Witchwoods at all, she’s probably in the Hag Wytch’s Pit.

But hey, the employee didn’t mention the sex tape. Could’ve been worse.

We get to the truck, and I sit willingly in the back this time. I start by handing the boxes to Tanner and Marlowe while Brooks drives us to the other cemetery, the one where Mr. Skye is buried.

I instruct the men to open the packages while I get my account pulled up on an app, type in the serial numbers from the new phones, and add three new lines.

By the time we pull into the parking lot of the second cemetery, I have a much higher phone bill, but I’m able to activate their devices.

“You guys are all set.” I’m perky, despite the upcoming grave robbery. I have reason to be.

It’s difficult to survive without a phone. I’m helping the men adjust to their new timeline. They were right about getting us out of the woods as soon as possible, so they’d have a guide to show them around.

Imagine if we’d been trapped in the Witchwoods for so long that even I didn’t understand the time that we stepped into? People living on Mars or … something. This is fine. The men can handle phones. They can handle social media.

Marlowe studies his phone with a mischievous grin, already digging into it with a swipe of his inked fingertip. Tanner grudgingly slips his into his pocket with a sigh. Brooks won’t take the last phone.

“I don’t want it,” he declares, but I ignore him, shoving it into the back pocket of his slacks.

“It’s very expensive. Don’t lose it.” I pat his taut cheeks as I walk past. “I’ll teach you how to watch porn on it.”

It’s a joke, but Brooks takes it seriously.

“I don’t need pornography, Kate. I have you.” He moves up to the cemetery gate and then follows Marlowe inside, leaving me briefly alone with Tanner. Sort of. I can feel them on the other side of the ivy-draped wrought iron, waiting impatiently.

Both of their shadows remain on this side, one with wings and one with antlers, watching us.

“Do you think this spell will work?” I ask Tanner, letting some of my nerves bubble to the surface. “To close the gate, I mean. I’m assuming this is all theoretical, that you guys are just making your best guesses as to how to do this?”

Tanner steps toward me, unbuttoning my borrowed jacket. He slides his hot fingers around my waist, and I let out a breathy sigh. That feels nice. I want to ask him to teach me how to use a bow, but we should probably wait.

It’s like our whole lives are on pause because of this spell.

I can’t wait until it’s over.

“I wasn’t fuckin’ around when I said that Brooks can write a mean spell.” Tanner tugs me closer, pressing our fronts together. “But then, maybe the gate isn’t something that can be closed?”

I consider that.

“We’d need to deal with the Hag separately then,” I say, trying to fathom the very idea of hunting her down. I don’t imagine it’d be easy. We could die. We could … do worse than simply die.

There’s a reason Brooks scratched revenge off his bucket list without completing the task.

“Deal with the Hag, huh?” Tanner watches my mouth as he says that, like his mind is split between the threat and me, wearing a little black dress in his arms. “I sure as shit hope not. Let’s give Brooks’ spell a chance first. The alternatives aren’t great. Just like the gate might be something we can’t close, the Hag Wytch might be something we can’t kill.”

“A god that can’t be killed, but one that can be trapped,” I murmur.

My mind goes straight to Prometheus, that guy from the Greek legend who took fire from the gods and gave it to humans. He gets bound to a rock for eternity. Every day an eagle eats his liver, and then it grows back at night only to be eaten again.

The point is: he can’t die, but he’s trapped. A fate worse than death. Eternal torture. A curse.

Like the souls trapped inside of the Hag.

I wish we could find a way to free the ones that she’s eaten. Is something like that possible? I have no clue. I know very little about magic, but I want to know everything.

“Hopefully,” Tanner muses, stepping back and dropping his arms at his sides. I feel cold without him. “Keeping her trapped in the Witchwoods would be the easiest way to go about it.”

His shadow is still holding mine in a dark embrace, a pair of demon tails swishing near its feet.

I clear my throat and lift my chin.

“You’re not going to make me dig up your dad in this outfit, are you?” I ask, changing the subject.

Tanner grins at me, nice and lazy and flirty.

“I brought you a change of clothes.” He gestures to the bag slung over his shoulder. “Not for your benefit—I’d love to see you rob a grave in a dress you can’t bend over in—but because of those goddamn voyeurs.”

“So it’s okay if someone films the zombie, just not my panties?” I’m teasing, but I do think that’s what he means.

Tanner’s expression is heavy again.

“Yeah, Kate. Exactly that.” He’s dead serious.

It gets quiet between us, and I notice that both Marlowe and Brooks’ shadows are shifting in discomfort, like they’d prefer if we joined them inside the cracked iron gate.

“If I find the person responsible for those videos, I’ll feed ‘im to the Hag.” Tanner holds out the bag, and I take it, unzipping it to find a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie inside.

The bag is all that he has. No shovel. None of the guys have shovels. How are we going to dig a hole without—

Ah. Right.

With my Northwoods’ magic.

I look up, my fingers itching to give Tanner’s wolf ears a little scritch.

So I do. I step forward again, lift up on my toes, and give one of the warm, fuzzy ears a rub. His eyes are a reflection of the sky and the fog, a mix of blue and silver, pupils too big and lips parted.

“Are you sure you’re okay? If you’re not, we can find another corpse—”

Tanner places his hand gently over my lips, and I drop back down to my heels, fingers sliding off his hat’s ear.

“You asked me to be honest with you, Kate. So let me be real clear.” He drops the hand from my mouth, using a single finger to trace one of the big white fangs clinging to the brim of my hat. I can feel that somehow, like a tickle I can’t quite reach. “The Hag Wytch isn’t the only monster in the forest. Not even the worst monster in the forest. I’m ecstatic that my father is dead.”

Tanner waits for something from me, maybe disgust. Horror. I stand there patiently, hoping that he’ll keep talking. There’s zero judgment on my end. He seems emboldened by that, like he’s going to take a risk.

This is what I asked for, isn’t it? The real him. The truth. Naked and bare and raw.

He delivers, like he always does.

“When I was sixteen, my dad took me out to the woods, sat me in the backseat of his car, and proceeded to tell me the best way to assault a woman.”

My jaw drops, but Tanner only offers a challenging lift of his brow.

“He … what?” I don’t know how to make sense of what he just said to me.

“I opened the door, vomited all over the ground, and my dad beat me for being a pussy. So, when I tell you that he’s better off dead, I’m serious.” Tanner looks serious. Dangerous. He looks dangerous. “I’m giving you complete and total honesty, Kate, even if I think it’s a bad idea. Who wants to hear about this shit? Wouldn’t you like me better if I flirted with you instead?”

“No.” I don’t hesitate to answer him, clutching the duffel to my chest. Tanner is upset. Maybe not about his father’s death or the imminent exhumation, but he’s hurting in a hundred other ways that I’m not sure he fully understands.

Soft, squishy heart activated. Again. I can’t help myself.

“You sure about that?” He winks at me, but his sexy smile is tainted. “If you change your mind, speak up. Remember: I only have one ironclad rule. Just one.” Tanner lifts a finger and then uses it to point in the direction of the cemetery gate. “After you, wife. It’s time to meet your father-in-law.”

Hefting the duffel bag up my shoulder, I slip past him, edge between the two shadows waiting for me at the gate, and find Brooks and Marlowe on the other side.

Tanner is right behind me, like always.

“This is my first disinterment,” I whisper to the three of them, batting my eyelashes. “Be gentle with me?”

Marlowe is slack-jawed. Now that he’s into me, he’s really into me. It’s cute.

“Go change your clothes, you brat.” Brooks gestures in the direction of a creepy portable toilet, all of the eyes on his hat squeezed shut.

“Gentle? You sure you’d be into that?” Tanner laughs at me, catching the door of the toilet before I can close it. “One rule, Kate.”

He stays right where he is, fingers curled around the edge of the blue and white plastic until I reemerge in a fresh outfit.

If Tanner noticed that I left the slutty dress on underneath the hoodie and tucked into the sweatpants, well, he doesn’t tell the others.
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It’s not an easy task for me to move the grave dirt with magic, but I manage it. It’s sloppy and messy and I’m tired by the end of it. The soil is within my jurisdiction when it comes to power, so even though I can feel the men’s energy pouring through me, it’s just as difficult as using a shovel would’ve been.

Grave digging fucking sucks.

“Good practice,” Brooks assures me, patting my shoulder once the coffin is revealed.

The four of us—me bent over and panting—stand at the edge of the hole in the ground, moonlight spilling over us. There’s a gravestone at the head of the plot with Tanner’s father’s name on it. It’s a big headstone, very nice. Someone paid for an expensive funeral for this man.

“What an arrogant prick, even in death.” Tanner adjusts his hat, and a bright red scorpion topples off the brim to the ground. It takes off through the grass, spreading sparkles behind it. Thanks Witchwoods. I just love giant glowing scorpions. Ebon lifts off from Tanner’s shoulder and goes after it. “Who would want this man embalmed? Not his only son.”

“It fucking smells,” Marlowe remarks, lip curled. “Is a corpse this old supposed to reek?”

“Shit if I know.” Tanner hops into the grave and grabs onto the lid without preamble. He yanks it open, a cracking sound echoing across the empty cemetery. Normally I’d be nervous about getting caught, but we still have a few memory charms left. Just a few though. Some spell of disinterest powder sprinkles. It’s going to be fine.

We’re so screwed.

My eyes lift to the dark sky, aware that our chances of being filmed in some random cemetery are slim. It’s once we arrive at the McKay Community Forest that we’re in real trouble.

“Well, well, hello there.” Tanner squats at the head of the coffin, staring down at the body.

It’s lying flat on its back in some sort of hunting outfit, a leather glove on the wrist. From here, the skin looks wrinkled and a little rubbery, like it was embalmed once upon a time but is giving way to rot. It’s grotesque, and it does smell pretty bad.

“Hey Tanner,” I start softly, and he looks up at me. “I’m just checking in with you.”

He turns back to the corpse and then spits on it.

“Stupid fucker. Can’t beat my ass now, can ya, Pop? Let’s get this done, so I can have a beer and fuck my wife.”

I flush and work my jaw, but I am flattered.

“How do we move him?” I ask, and Marlowe grins, leaning over the hole and spitting on the body. Brooks does the same. They all look at me.

Okay then.

I follow suit, and Tanner grins, climbing out of the hole.

“It’s this easy to make a zombie?” I ask, fixing my hat but avoiding the teeth. It swallows convulsively around my head, like the cone is the mouth and my head is halfway down its throat. Let me put it this way: hats should never swallow.

Tanner lifts his machete and points it at the body, twirling the tip six times. He drops the blade by his side, and then watches apathetically as his own shadow swoops down, clawed fingers snatching one of his father’s arms. Brooks’ antlered shadow snags the other side.

“We’re not making a zombie, just animating an object temporarily.” Brooks glances over at me as the corpse cracks and shifts and then … stands up.

Holy shit.

Together, the pair of shadows drags the withered form up and over the dirt wall.

The body gets to its feet in the grass beside the grave, wobbly but standing. It turns its head to look at me, and I choke on a sound of surprise.

“It’s not a zombie … how?” I ask, wondering if any zombie movies were out at the time of Brooks’ disappearance. Tanner and Lo must’ve seen some. They both seem like the type who would watch a zombie movie and enjoy it.

“It’s not undead.” Marlowe grabs my shoulder and pulls me out of the thing’s way. It’s ghastly, with its sunken cheeks and dirty skin, the black sockets where its eyes should be, the withered lips. “It’s just moving via magic. It’s a puppet.” He takes my other shoulder so that he’s holding me steady from behind. “I just recently learned this, before you showed up in the woods. Close your eyes.”

I do as he’s asking, trying not to get distracted by his warm breath on the side of my neck. The heat of his fingers. The press of his body against the back of mine.

“Feel that? Like a tug at the back of your mind, like something you forgot and you’re trying to remember. That’s your shadow. Use it to move the corpse.” Marlowe rubs his hands down my arms to my elbows as I search for that feeling.

Something I should remember, but can’t recall. Like a memory of lost keys or a missing phone.

It’s frustrating to chase that feeling, as dizzying as spinning in a circle and stumbling into a wall. Magic. That nauseating twist when my hand went into the tree and the world flipped around. The Witchwoods. Like an inverse. Like a bad reflection. Like a mirror.

It doesn’t take much. I feel a nudge, and then it’s like I can see my shadow in my head. I was able to use it during my chess match with Brooks, so why not now?

I move the limbs around in my mind, like it’s a toy, then open my eyes to see if it’s working.

My shadow grabs one of the zombie’s arms and flops it around, but not as gracefully as I’d imagined or intended.

“It’s not a perfect science,” Marlowe tells me, patting my arms and then giving another squeeze, like he’s reluctant to let go.

Does Marlowe think he’s in love with me? It feels like he does. If I’d asked him to say it instead of Tanner, I probably would’ve gotten a different response.

“What are we doing with the zombie? What’s its purpose in the spell?” I ask, studying the corpse and wondering where the hell we’re going to store it for the next few days. In the garage, I guess?

“We’ll pour the brew down its throat, and then stick its hand into the tree. It’ll go into the woods with the spell inside of it.” Brooks gives me an assessing look, as if he’s gauging my mood before he says this next part. “If this doesn’t work, we’ll have to try sending a living person over—just not one of us. I thought this might be the more ethical method.”

Ah. The more ethical method. Sending a zombie.

Tanner doesn’t seem fazed, studying me instead of his deceased father. He can tell I’m still worried about him just by looking at my face.

“Sometimes people are just bad people, Kate. I’m glad that for once in his life, my old man can help me out the way a father might want to for his son.” Tanner pauses and then shakes his head. “Well, glad he can help me in death. He’s worth more dead than alive.”

“If you need a hug or anything …” I start, and Tanner laughs, walking over to stand in front of me.

Now, I’m sandwiched between him and Marlowe, and imagining all sorts of other combinations to use during sex.

Just … not with the zombie around.

“If I need a hug?” Tanner asks me, looking at me like I’m crazy. That handsome face breaks and he laughs again. He actually doubles over and laughs at me for offering him a hug—when his zombie dad is swaying in the moonlight beside him. “Oh, kitten. Goddamn. You have claws, yes. But you’ve also got a lot of fluff.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I mumble in mock protest, but that only makes him laugh harder, and my lips twitch into a smile. When I look over at Marlowe, I think I catch him smiling, too. Only lasts for a fraction of a second, but I swear that I saw it.

God forbid he ever allow himself to smile in Tanner’s presence.

Brooks leads the way with the corpse shambling behind him. Fuck, I hope the zombie is invisible the way magic usually is on camera. My phone is in my pocket, but I don’t even want to check. Because we’re doing this either way. Knowing that we might be filmed won’t change anything. I swipe my clean, dry palms down the front of my pants.

I didn’t exactly get dirt on me when I was magically digging Tanior Senior’s grave, but I’m soaked in sweat, and I’m glad that Tanner brought me something more comfortable to wear. Would’ve been more effective if I hadn’t just slipped the outfit on over the little black dress.

I thought it could be sexy later, if I took off my hoodie and the guys saw the dress. I have no idea what I’m doing here. Nathan never wanted to flirt. He’d offer affection in public more often than in private which I thought was weird. The few times I tried to seduce him, he laughed or remained unimpressed.

I really hope the guys don’t treat me that way, not about this. Not after Brooks turned me down in lingerie once before.

I stop walking and then shake my head, still not entirely used to all this. I love it, but I’m just not used to it. Seems like I could wake up any minute, and this would all be a dream. I want so desperately for it not to be that I can’t breathe when I think about losing it.

“Kate.” It’s Marlowe, but when I look up, all three of them have stopped and are watching me.

They don’t miss a thing, do they?

“I don’t want to lose any of this.” Any of you. I’m a coward for not just saying it right then and there. I should. I try to make myself do it. My throat constricts, but one brave bold choice brought me here and only brave bold choices are going to keep propelling me forward. “And I don’t just mean the magic.” My cheeks flush, and I put a hand up to one of them. I’m not embarrassed though. I’m excited. “I do like the magic. The rituals we do.” I lift my eyes, taking in all three of them at once. “Mostly, I’m enjoying the time we spend together. Going cool places. Doing fun things.”

“Fuck.” It’s Marlowe again, sweeping his hand down his face. He looks like he wants to tackle me, and there are cherry blossom branches on his hat. Pink petals catch on the wind and shimmer in the moonlight as they swirl around me. “Fuck, Kate. Christ. Fuck.”

He closes the distance between us with long strides and puts his hands on either side of my face, tilting my chin up and pressing his mouth to mine. Oh. There’s not even tongue. It’s a different kind of kiss. From Marlowe. From Mr. Two Birds One Stone.

The shadow hands drag the zombie out of Brooks’ way, so that he can watch another man kiss me with an inscrutable expression on his face.

“You’re not going to lose any of this. I promise you.” Brooks crosses his chest with a single finger, like he’s a knight from some fairy tale. His hat blinks at me. “Don’t waste your time worrying about that. We’ve got you.”

I smile at that, but … I’d like to ‘get them’, too. I want us all to rely on each other, not just me on them. Marlowe pulls away from me and steps back, running his sleeve over his mouth like he can’t believe he just did that. Is he blushing?

I turn to Tanner, and the expression on his face is dangerous again. Doesn’t scare me. He’s only going to be violent if he needs to protect me; he isn’t going to be violent toward me.

“Is this an I’m scared because of the Hag thing? Or an I was hurt by people who deserve to die, please kill them for me, Tanner thing?” This is a genuine question that I’m being asked. I have to answer him seriously.

“Just … yeah, the Hag Wytch. The gate. You don’t have to start hunting people on my behalf.” My breath catches, and I lift up a hand to run my fingers through my orange and black hair. Could it get any witchier than that? Fucking Witchwoods glamour magic.

Changes hair color and makes dicks bigger.

“There’s no way you three came into the Witchwoods with those cocks, right?” I ask, and Marlowe gives me another one of those looks that says he’s extremely confused by my personality and also mercilessly attracted to it.

“What the fuck are you implying? Are you trying to say you thought magic was the source of this massive cock?” He grabs his junk through his sweatpants and gives it a nice, tight fist. I walk right up to him and place my fingers gently on his. He goes completely still—and pliant—and allows me to move that mean fist away.

With gentle fingers, I stroke him through his sweatpants right there in the graveyard (I’m going to end up haunted, aren’t I?), and lean up on my tiptoes to kiss the side of his jaw.

“Stop being so cruel to yourself.” I pet him some more, and then step back. He lashes out and snags my wrist, jerking me back to him. He has a little growl in his voice when he puts his mouth near my ear.

“Did you actually believe our dicks were from the Witchwoods?”

“Well, like the hair …” I gesture randomly, and Marlowe lets out this rough little laugh, like he’s shocked yet again. “You guys got bigger, too. Wider. From the woods.”

“We got bulkier because we had to fight for our lives every single day. Adapt or die. The magic only affects the eyes and the hair. Kate, what the fuck am I going to do with you?” Lo sounds affectionate, not angry.

“You’re taller than when you—”

“I matured. Men can continue to fill out until their mid-twenties. Kate, seriously.” Marlowe turns away and takes off for the truck, but I can hear him laughing as he goes.

Somehow, he’s stolen the keys from Brooks. Even our fearless leader looks confused as to how that might’ve happened.

“I can’t believe you’ve been running around with the idea that we had our dicks magically shapeshifted by the woods.” Tanner is chuckling at me, too. He puts an arm around me, leading us in the direction of the truck. “Did you get bigger tits or something? A tighter pussy?”

“I—” Wait. Fuck this. I had plenty of reasons to think like that. “Can you blame me? Most of our magic is performed through kinky sex rituals. Was it that weird to think the three of you were super hung because of magic? No, it’s not weird at all.”

Tanner can’t stop laughing, but Brooks is just peering at me with a slight frown and a little divot between his brows. He doesn’t say anything.

Yet.

I watch as six sets of shadow hands—the men’s shadow hands—toss the zombie into the back of the truck bed like it’s old garbage. Marlowe has the decency to tug a tarp over the top and secure it with some bungee cords.

Please don’t let Tanner’s dead father fly out in the middle of the highway.

God.

Can you imagine if we got caught with a zombie—or even just a plain ol’ corpse—on video?

Ebon circles overhead, searching for drones. Tanner gave her a hunting command when we got here. Seems like that’ll be something we have to do from now on. I don’t know how much longer I can wait for a foreboding spell that works on us.

I’m sure it’ll cost, like, fifty orgasms.

“It’s nice that you love our dicks enough to believe they were spelled for you.” Brooks opens the front passenger side door and holds out a hand, like he wants to help me in. I accept the offer, his lips brushing my ear as he lifts me up. “I was wondering the same thing about your ass.”

He slaps me on the butt just before my cheeks hit the seat, and then closes the door.

Dickhead. Not even remotely a real gentleman. So why am I blushing?

“Fresh Freeze on the way home?” Marlowe asks as he puts the keys in the ignition and glances over at me with a raised brow.

“We can’t get burgers and fries with a zombie in the bed of our truck.”

“It’s not a zombie, Kate. It won’t move unless we tell it to.” Marlowe starts the truck, and I’m pretty positive that he’s going to drive us to the burger place instead of the house.

“Mmkay, genius. Then we just have a dead guy in the back of our truck. I don’t think you guys understand what I mean when I say that we’re viral.” I smooth my hair away from my face and give the two witch men in the backseat a nasty look, too. “Basically, there are news crews all over the place trying to get an exclusive scoop at all times. We have to consider that nothing we do is private anymore.”

“If somebody touches my truck without permission, they’re going to have a lot more to worry about than my dead daddy in the back.” Tanner leans back in a loose-limbed sprawl that’s all bullshit. Violence. It’s in every muscle of his supposedly relaxed body.

Yeah … he might push back against the internet at some point.

“Wonderful. Break the arm of some influencer who finds the corpse in our truck.” I emphasize the word and then turn back to face the windshield, lips twitching. It feels like the men and I exist in a separate bubble from the rest of the world. We have magic. We can do incredible things with that magic.

Tanner wouldn’t need to break anyone’s arm—he could suffocate them from across a room. There’d never be proof against him. The rush of power in my head is wild and exciting. I’m almost giddy.

“Fine, we can go to Fresh Freeze,” I grumble, and Brooks laughs from the back seat.

“It’s cute that you thought we weren’t already on our way there.”

Then all three of them are laughing—at me.

Stupid fucks.
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Kate

Later that night, after the corpse is safely tucked inside of a tarp within a tarp within a tarp and duct-taped to within an inch of its life, I join Brooks in the living room.

Tanner went out back earlier, and I happened to catch him working with Ebon. He had a glove on his wrist that looked suspiciously like he stole it off the zombie. Guess fair’s fair. It is his dad.

“You know him better,” I say to Brooks, walking barefoot over to the edge of the living room rug. He’s got a mug of what I think is chamomile tea in his hands. That’s … interesting. I would not have pegged Brooks for a tea drinker. “Is Tanner really as unaffected as he pretends to be about his dad?”

Brooks considers the question for a minute. Almost an entire minute.

“If he is upset over his dad, he won’t show it. Because it’s not real yet. I spent more than two years in those woods knowing that time was passing me by.” His hand gets tight around the mug, and he’s looking at the coffee table instead of at me. “I knew it, but it’s an entirely different thing, seeing it. Tanner may not have even processed the idea that his dad is dead.”

I smile softly and prop one hand on my hip.

There it is. The real answer, right there.

“Brooks, he let us spit on his dad’s corpse and bring it back from the dead. He stole the glove off the body, and is laughing with his pet bird and my dog in the backyard. He’s not upset about the man’s death. Other things maybe, but not his death.” I take a few steps closer, wanting to touch Brooks but unsure if we’re ready for the next step yet. Casual, affectionate touching. I want it so bad. “You know, I asked him the same thing about you. Guess what he said. Brooks McDowell. He’s hard as nails. Nothing fazes him. He’s probably in there working out ways to fuck you.” I’m trying to imitate Tanner’s golden-honey-rasp of a voice, but it just sounds like I have strep throat.

“He did, did he?” Brooks returns, his attention falling back to his drink. He takes the string of the bag and tugs it out, dripping a bit of hot water across his jeans and cursing. “My mother would’ve beat my ass for leaving the kitchen with the tea bag still in the mug.” He sighs and wraps the discarded tea bag in a paper towel. Not exactly the brutish act of an uncouth barbarian. His mother sounds sassy. I think of my grandma and how funny she’d find my life right now. I miss her.

Brooks misses his family; Tanner does not miss his dad. They weren’t answering questions about each other. Subtly, maybe without even meaning to, they gave away their own secrets.

“Were you?” I press, sitting down on the far end of the couch. Brooks glances down at the half a couch cushion that’s empty between us. He takes up one entire square by himself. “Working out ways to fuck me?”

Brooks exhales, and it ends with a soft laugh.

“Is there a way that I haven’t fucked you yet? Tell me, and I’ll do it.” It’s a challenge, but one that I meet head on.

“You haven’t made love to me,” I tell him, and he struggles to control the shift in his expression.

My heart just jumped in my chest, and I’m terrified to see how he’s going to react. It was so much easier when I didn’t care. Even easier when I disliked him. Why is it so hard to talk to him now? Because I care. It’s because I care.

“I haven’t made love to you either,” I reply, studying his handsome face. “I’m going to fix that.” I grab his hand and then test him by seeing if he’ll let me take his tea. Like Marlowe, when I touch him with gentle fingers, Brooks surrenders to me.

I straddle his lap, putting my arms around his neck. He’s hard underneath me, and his mouth, when I kiss it, tastes like the soft herbal sweetness of the tea.

“You’re upset about your family,” I tell him, studying his face. “Especially your sister.”

It’s dead quiet in that room.

I’m moving in very dangerous territory here, bringing up his greatest failure.

He had a little girl that he meant to protect, and he failed. It isn’t his fault, but he failed. He failed. The belief in that is written all over his face. He’s allowing me to really look at him now, all the way down to the deepest, most painful part of him.

Just like I admitted to being lonely. Like Marlowe admitted to being left. Like Tanner, from the very beginning, admitted to being unloved.

Brooks is struggling with feeling lost.

He has no purpose. No sister to protect. No family. No friends. No connection to this time period or this world. Not a single scrap of culture. Not a single person with shared memories. Nobody.

I want to make that right. I want to make him feel grounded instead of the other way around.

I was drifting and sad and listless, and now I’m none of those things.

“You make me look forward to waking up in the morning,” I admit, shifting my hips against him to keep his body hungry for me. “You make me feel like I know what the fuck I’m doing with my day. With my life. It’s nice that you handle things.”

“I told you that you didn’t want to be the leader,” he says gently, mouth in a wry half-smile.

I sigh.

“No, but I told you that a person would need to prove themselves to me. You have. You followed me into the Witchwoods and got me back safely.”

Brooks puts his hands on my hips, squeezing until I gasp and wriggle a little on his lap.

“That’s my couch spot,” Marlowe calls out, and I turn to see him leaning over the upstairs railing. His arms are crossed on the bannister, his gaze turned down toward us. He has his witch hat on along with a loose black t-shirt (he’s stolen my favorite sleeping shirt) and a pair of low-slung sweatpants (he’s stolen my favorite sleeping pants). On his feet, he’s commandeered my favorite pair of black-and white-striped socks. Stix is draped around his neck (so I guess he’s also stolen my favorite cat). “But I’m going to bed, so you can use it. Don’t let fucking Tanner sit anywhere near it.”

Marlowe turns away, the dry bones on his hat clanking.

He slams the bedroom door. I tell myself he slammed it so we’d know we were safe to continue with the very private conversation we were having. But maybe he’s just jealous? The men have been pushing me toward this all along, so I didn’t even account for the idea of jealousy developing.

I can’t ask about it though.

There’s a tension in the air that I don’t dare break.

I turn slowly back to Brooks.

“You’ve planned everything, and it’s gone exactly as you said it would.”

“I’m also the reason you’re all stuck here with me, trying to figure out how to block out that awful fucking place forever.” He doesn’t sound angry, just thoughtful, like he’s curious how I’ll react to that. Because he’s right: if he hadn’t chased his sister into the Witch’s Tree, we wouldn’t be here.

“Brooks, this is exactly the place that I want to be. The only place. Here, in this time, with you.” I keep my gaze on his as he picks me up and turns us, putting me onto my back and leaning over me. He’s got one hand on the coffee table, the other on the back of the couch.

We’re both breathing hard.

“I’m going to give you what you want, Kate.” Brooks moves his hand from the coffee table to my face. His palm settles heavy and hot on my skin, a meeting of rough and soft. A connection. I exhale and close my eyes. “I’m going to fulfill every need you have and then some. You won’t want for a fucking thing.”

I open my eyes, staring back up at him.

“I just want to be worthy of being your North. Not someone that stumbled in randomly, but somebody you’d have chosen for yourselves.” My breath is even heavier now. It sounds like I’m already having sex, and we haven’t even started.

Brooks settles himself over me, bringing his lips down and brushing them across mine.

“You walked into those woods and became a fucking saint for us, Katelynn. We had nothing but short days and long nights, never-ending manual labor, and the fear of being forgotten. You took us out of that. Coming back here after so many years, this world might’ve just been a different sort of hell. The deciding factor, the difference between misery and happiness, was you.”

He kisses me hard this time, like he doesn’t want me to talk, like he only wants me to listen this time. I allow it, putting my hands on the sides of his neck, stroking over his skin with my thumbs.

We kiss in a quiet house. The sounds around us are thin and few and far between. A light dusting of frog calls from outside. Tanner slipping up the stairs. The dog’s nails clicking across the hallway’s hardwood floor.

The rustle of the couch fabric.

The tick of the grandfather clock.

His breath. My breath. Our breath.

My body is on fire, and I’m glowing. We both are. The ache between my thighs is almost painful. I seek out Brook’s denim-clad thigh, rubbing the crotch of my sweatpants against him. He moans against my mouth when I push my hips higher and bump his erection with my own thigh.

I forget all about the dress.

Brooks’ palm slides under my sweatshirt, slicking across the satin fabric.

He pauses and sits up, pushing my hoodie over my breasts. In our fumbling, my nipples have peaked their way out of the top of the dress. Brooks doesn’t hesitate to slide his thumbs over the matching pair of pink points.

I arch my back, and my shadow self stretches across the floor and up the wall above the fireplace. Her back is just as arched as mine, horns violent and curved.

Brooks has slid his hands to my waist, holding me effortlessly in that position, like we’re dancing. My back is arched, my head hanging back. I’m frozen there with my tits on obvious display. As he looks down at me with hunger, all of the lights shut off, and I gasp. The fire roars a little higher in the fireplace.

I watch as Brooks’ shadow, the thing with antlers, moves forward. It walks like it’s been stalking me for a while, but like it never ran. Only walked. It walked and walked until it caught up to me.

I allow myself to be captured by the forest thing, closing my eyes as Brooks leans forward and pulls me to him at the same time. His mouth is hot on the side of my neck. His teeth are slightly pointed when he scrapes them over my skin.

Instead of biting me, Brooks turns his head, and I open my eyes.

The fire is still blazing, but his shadow has fallen to its knees beside mine. He’s very gentle when he picks me up in silhouette. The real Brooks returns his attention to me.

“You kept this dress on for us?” he asks, and his use of the word us makes me happy. He tucks me close to his chest, kissing down the side of my neck. We’re both glowing again. I’ve been wondering what sets that off. Magic? Sex? Happiness?

“I kept it on for you. Because I was worried about how you’d feel after we visited the cemetery. You said that seeing me in the skimpy dress would help distract you. I want to make it better for you, Brooks. I just want to make you feel good.” I push his shirt up, sliding my fingers underneath.

He curses and gently takes my wrists, pushing me away. His shirt comes off. My pants come off. My hoodie.

Brooks shoves the skirt of my dress up, revealing the very distinct lack of panties underneath.

He stares at the copper-colored hair just barely visible at the seam of my thighs. Brooks puts his hand on my knee, slipping his fingers between my legs. He tugs on my knee to open me up, and I let him.

He was pliant for me earlier. My turn.

Brooks exhales and then looks up at my face.

“Let me return the favor, Kate. I’ll make you feel good, too.” He wraps his arm around my waist and turns me, setting me properly on the couch cushion. Brooks moves my knees apart again, grabs onto my hips, drags my pussy to his mouth.

My hands are in his hair, and the grandfather clock is still softly ticking away.

Brooks, his lips on the inside of my knee. Up my inner thigh. Over my clit. Tongue down my folds. He takes his time, in absolutely no rush to get anywhere. We’re both just enjoying the moment.

I’m the one that tugs him by the hair, drawing him back up to greet me. His mouth tastes like my own body mixed with chamomile tea. It’s oddly comforting and very, very nice.

“I didn’t …” I start, as he kisses me and I fall back. Brooks uses his palm to catch my head before it hits the back of the couch. “… expect this. Not from you.” I sound so breathy, like I’m falling under a spell.

“No?” He’s kissing my neck now, pushing my dress down so that my breasts are completely exposed. The little black number is now scrunched around my waist like a tutu. I’m naked otherwise, and I wish that Brooks wasn’t still wearing pants. “Maybe you just inspire me?”

I don’t have a response for that. He’s rubbing a thumb over my nipple and then sitting up. I push up on my elbows and watch as he unbuttons his jeans. Slides his zipper down.

He’s not wearing any underwear either.

I exhale as he takes the time to get up and remove his jeans completely. He holds out his hand for me, and I let him tug me to my feet. Brooks helps me remove the dress which surprises me. I thought he’d enjoy fucking me with it all bunched up like that.

I understand perfectly when he takes me in his arms and our skin touches in every available spot.

He puts me on the rug next to the coffee table. It’s soft. New. My only splurge after I ended up alone in this house. Something to make it my own, brighten it up.

Brooks is going to have sex with me on that rug.

“Please,” I tell him, kissing the side of his neck, pulling him down to me as he tries to get us situated. “Lay down and let me ride you.”

“Mm, let’s compromise. Let me be on top first, and then we can switch.” He turns his head into my neck, and smiles. The last time we did this, we spent the entire night in the hallway together. That’s a bit of a blur—a lot of mixed emotions in there—but this is better. This night is crystal clear.

“Whatever you want tonight, Brooks. Anything.”

“You challenged me to make love to you,” he says, slotting himself against me. I writhe, lifting my hips up and chasing that friction with his body. “That’s what I’m going to do.”

“I also said I could make love to—”

He enters me, but slowly. Just an inch. Then another.

I grab at his shoulders, thrusting my hips, and that’s it. We’re together and he’s kissing the side of my neck when I arch it. He’s cupping my ass and tugging me close. He’s unbelievably tender when he takes me on the living room floor.

If I give this man a challenge, he meets it.

I like that.

He’s deep inside of me, moving slow, whispering things to me. He sounds like the forest beast, but in a good way. Something comforting but wild. Something feral.

I wrap my legs around him, his arm behind my neck, fingers caught in my long hair.

We’re kissing now, and I’m working my hips against his, a little frantic.

“Shh, Kate. Shh. Settle down.” Brooks puts a firm grip on the back of my neck, massaging my skin with strong fingers and lifting up to look me in the eyes. With our height difference, he has to work hard to keep our faces together, spine curved like a wicked witch. His shadow reflects the shape of him, a crescent moon silhouette over the top of my prone reflection.

We make love in two places at once, with our bodies and with that crackling energy we dare call magic.

“I want to take my time with you,” he says, and that’s enough. I let myself go, a puddle on the floor, a ripple of black shadow that splashes across the room like ink. Somehow, I know that Tanner is watching us from upstairs. Stalking us like he did in the cemetery. No, no, he’s protecting me while I’m with another man.

My eyes tear up and I cling to Brooks, sweaty and shaking under him, so unbelievably grateful for this moment that I can’t breathe properly. He’s a comforting weight above me, somebody I trust enough to spread for and relax for and worry about nothing.

Brooks. Southwoods. The original sin of our entire coven.

“You might not feel like you deserve to be remembered, Brooks, but I couldn’t forget you if I tried,” I whisper, and he makes this sound that’s like a great undoing. He comes apart with me in his arms, and then he does exactly what he said he would.

He moves me to emotional ruin with his body, murmurs things to me in his mentor’s forgotten tongue. His coven sigil glows with green light, and mine is red with his fire. Earth should catch and burn under flames like that, but all he does is warm me up.

My fingers tremble as I run them through his hair and yes, it’s as soft as I remember it being. That swoop of black bang, it’s mine. I tug on it and ask for more, more kissing, more sweet things I don’t understand whispered against my dew-kissed throat.

If Tanner is still watching us, he’s getting a boring show.

Brooks, rolling and rocking against me. Me, starstruck and clinging.

I know I’m falling fast, but I can’t help myself.

I can’t.

I just can’t.

I can’t.

And that’s it. I’m tense and pulling at Brooks, and then I’m boneless and shuddering with a visceral climax. The only sharp thing about me are my nails, digging into Brooks’ massive shoulders. Everything else has gone soft. Soft and liquid and supple and hot.

I have just enough energy to lick the sigil scarred into his chest before my head falls back onto his arm like it’s a pillow. He watches me pant beneath him, smiles, and then kisses the harsh breaths off my lips.

Now that he’s done what he set out to do, Brooks is hard when he fucks me into the floor. There’s no give, and he’s merciless, making me squirm and whimper against his mouth. He comes inside of me, and it only makes me want more of him.

“All night,” he tells me seriously, panting a little as he nips my lower lip. “I’m going to stay up and fuck you all night.”

“Yes,” I tell him, nodding frantically. “But you did promise that I could ride you next.”

He sits up, shameless when he stares down at our joined bodies with jewel-like eyes and a gentle frown. He nearly died in the Witchwoods. He was bleeding to death, and I could’ve lost him. I’m not sure I could survive that.

Now that I’ve got a coven, I’m not sure that I could live without a coven.

Having these men here has become as necessary as breathing.

“I did. And I’m a man of my word.” He drags his hot gaze up my naked body to my face. “But first, I’m going to make some tea and hold you in front of this fire.”

I damn near choke to death when he says that, dropping his body over mine and putting a palm next to my head so that he can stare at me some more.

He’s so fucking intense, it’s unreal.

I pause, my gaze sliding to the side. I have board games stacked in an old wicker basket. On the fireplace mantel, there’s a wooden box with a chess set inside. “Chess?” I ask, looking back at Brooks and smiling. I touch the side of his face, and he narrows his eyes, trying to hide the challenge in his gaze.

He just made love to me, and he still wants to beat me at chess.

I’m going to have to give him hell.

“I’ll make that tea. We’re not going to bed anytime soon.” He stands up and takes me with him, setting me on my feet and handing me my sweatshirt.

We get dressed, but it doesn’t last long.

One cup of tea, and we’re on the floor again. This time, we just push the clothing aside. No patience to take it off. I ride Brooks, but he doesn’t quite let me get the best of him the way he got the best of me. His hands are firm on my hips. His expression is like a contract written in blood.

We belong to each other, and we’re going to prove it—with our bodies. More than that: with our hearts.

All night.

Chess and sex.

It’s one of the best nights of my entire life.
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Brooks and I fall asleep in the middle of a match, both of us naturally drifting away until my head is on his shoulder, and his head is on my head. We don’t move from that position until after it gets light outside. He flops onto his back, and I flop onto his chest.

Hours later, I crack my eyes to see Marlowe, still wearing my favorite socks and staring at the fire.

It’s raining outside.

I sit up on top of Brooks, blinking through the murky gray light that peeks through the sheers. Somebody opened the curtains without waking either of us up.

“Is it that kind of day?” I whisper, groggy and disoriented. My mind floods with memories, and my skin heats.

What … what the fuck things did I say last night?

I scramble up and off of Brooks, refusing to look at him as his eyes crack open and he sits up with a yawn. He slumps back into the couch and quirks a private, little half-smile at me. I shiver, possessed by the unclean spirit of that expression.

“What kind of day?” Marlowe asks, turning around. My cat twines around his legs, like she’s his familiar. Ebon lands on my shoulder, and I think that maybe she’s mine. Tanner has Flick. Maybe Brooks will get a familiar, too? The thought makes me smile, whether it’s true or not. I made all that up. I don’t think familiars are a thing.

“The kind of day where the fire never goes out, and you don’t leave the house, and it rains, and you sit around doing literally nothing and feeling really good about it.” I smile at them. “A rainy day. Not the normal kind, but the sort where school is canceled.”

“This innocence, let us protect it,” Marlowe says, rolling his eyes. “Of course we can’t take a rainy day, Kate. We have to make our bed bigger. Last night was so much better without the two of you in it.”

“That is my bed,” I tell him, but he ignores me. I narrow my eyes. “You’re the one who won’t be sleeping in it if you complain.” I exhale and turn to Brooks. His half-smile turns into a full smile. Shit. “We can take a minute to do the bed spell? It won’t affect the spell that closes the gate at all?”

“We have three days where all we can do is wait.” Brooks glances in the direction of the garage.

After we pulled into the driveway last night, we took the zombie into our kitchen (sorry Grandma) and whipped up a witch brew. We used one of Gram’s deep cast-iron pots. It’s not a cauldron, but the iron is more important than the shape. Anyway, we then poured that boiling hot mixture into the dead man’s mouth.

It dribbled all over the floor, but we got enough in to do the trick.

Now, he marinates.

Literally.

Okay, fine, let’s say he … mummifies.

We wait for the magic to work itself into his bones.

“If there are maggots in my garage when this is over, I’m going to be so pissed.” I’m trying to lighten the mood a bit. It’s both a little sexy and a little somber in here. I don’t understand how that can be.

Because we are all people who know how fleeting happiness can be.

“I’ll clean the maggots up, I promise.” Tanner comes down the stairs with wet hair, my dog trotting after him. Looks like he gave the dog a bath, too. Thank God. Flick desperately needed one. Tanner also looks tired, like he really did stay up all night to keep watch. Damn. “He’s my father, after all. My mess to scrub off.”

“You’re a morbid son of a bitch, aren’t you?” I tease him as he stands there with a shirt slung over his shoulder. My eyes track to his body before finding his face. He smiles at me, but I know that he’s not heartless, that he just grieved the idea of a dad long before this one was ever dead.

You have no idea what it feels like to be loved, do you, Eastwoods?

“Of course not, kitten. I’m all sunshine and rainbows. And a true gentleman never lets his wife clean up after her father-in-law’s corpse.” Tanner’s smile is unsightly, and his tattoos writhe over the hard muscle in his chest and arms like they’re trying to escape his steamy skin.

A stray water droplet runs down his belly from his navel, soaking into the fabric of his pants. I try not to stare.

“If you decide it’s too much …” I begin, but Tanner cuts me off with a wave of his hand. It’s quiet enough in here that the ticking of the clock seems loud, the rain pattering against the roof.

“You two have fun last night?” he asks, but the question seems to be directed at Brooks and not me.

“You’d know, wouldn’t you?” Brooks replies, unfolding his huge body from the couch. Marlowe flicks his tongue over one of his canines, watching the pair of them like he expects a fight. “Did you have fun, sitting up there and watching us?” Brooks gestures at the upstairs hall, a taunt if I’ve ever seen one.

“Jerked myself off a couple of times, and bottled every drop. All for you, boss.” Tanner reaches out to give Ebon a stroke on her feathers, and then drops his eyes to mine. “You did good, Kate. You’re doing great. Our jealousy is our problem, not yours.”

I’m not sure how to interpret that.

“Um, thanks?” I hedge, looking in the direction of the kitchen instead of at Brooks or Tanner. It smells like food, but I don’t ever remember Brooks getting up.

“We’re having toaster waffles and bagels. I can make breakfast, too.” Marlowe shrugs and heads that way in my striped socks. “Good call, Kate, buying that new toaster on the way home yesterday. Make sure you keep that gluttonous hat away from this one. I saw it eat a scarf this morning.”

Shit. Hopefully not the nice wool one that Tacy gifted me. Stupid hat.

The table is set nicely, with coffee and juice, plates and silverware. Marlowe opened the cream cheese, got out the peanut butter, reopened the jams. There’s a bagel sticking up from the new toaster. He tugs it out and curses as he burns his fingertips. The bagel ends up on a plate anyway, and that plate ends up in my hands.

“Thank you,” I tell him, blushing again.

We all sit down at the table together, but nobody turns any lights on. It’s just gray in here, with a backdrop of the flickering fire. I like it. With the redwoods outside swaying in the wind, trails of water running from their boughs like waterfalls, it’s almost as pretty as the Witchwoods.

I squint as I notice something strange.

Glowing fish with wings, swimming through the downpour. They look like koi fish, orange and white and black. Witchwoods things in the human world. Witch and human.

But not for much longer.

We’re closing that gate. We’re damning the people on the other side.

I return my attention to my bagel. It’s easier to think about bagels and peanut butter than it is about ethics and hard decisions. Brooks is not a selfish man. Brooks is taking the burden of that horror onto his shoulders.

Detective Gilley? Viv, the K9 handler? If this works, they’re going to be sealed away in the Witchwoods forever. There is no way for me to get them out. None.

They’ve talked, so they can’t walk out.

They don’t have a coven, so they can’t do a spell to get out.

If we close the gate, nobody will ever enter the Witchwoods again.

“Do you think we could reach out to some of the family members of those people we left in the woods?” I take another bite of my bagel and stare at the table. “Give them the choice to save their trapped family member? If they could form a coven—”

“Kate.” Brooks knew this was coming. It’s one of the reasons we made love last night. I needed the anchor of his affection to keep me calm through this. “Even if they did have family that wanted to go in after them”—Brooks gives Marlowe an almost apologetic look before continuing—“we can’t risk it. What if all we’re doing is adding people and they can’t form a coven anyway? Say they did. Say they formed a coven with the same spell that we used. They’d need months.” He turns and glances over his shoulder, like he’s looking right in the direction of the Witch’s Tree, like he knows where it is. “The fear spell is breaking down. There might already be more people inside. Do we risk adding more in an attempt to lose less? Some people are going to die.”

I open my mouth to reply, but he’s right.

I know all of that.

And it doesn’t have to be my decision.

“We’re closing the gate, regardless of who else is in there. We aren’t going to get a lot of chances at this. Eventually, that fucking Hag is going to get out, and we’ll really have a problem.” Brooks is given the second bagel by Marlowe, and all I can think is that we should’ve bought a bigger toaster. Cute.

The third bagel, Marlowe takes for himself because … fuck Tanner, right? I’m going to have to see if I can help them work through that. It’s not just me and three romances keeping this all in check. These men are supposed to have each other’s backs. They’re family now.

“We might fail at it. My understanding of magic is limited, but I’ve been successful in the past.” Brooks puts his bagel down, wipes his hands off, and then leans back in his chair, closing his eyes. “There’s a fifty-fifty chance this doesn’t work.”

“Then what?” I ask, trying not to let the fear of failing overwhelm me.

“Then we have to use a living person to go through the gate for us?” Tanner suggests, and Brooks drops his chin, nodding. He picks up his bagel again and takes a weary bite.

“Wait. Like … pour hot liquid down their throat and force them into the Witch’s Tree instead of the zombie?” I’m just sitting there, thinking about how fucking awful that would be. God, no. It’s hard to play house with the men when we have this horror show looming. “Shit.” I pause. “And if that doesn’t work?”

Silence.

Marlowe gets the waffles out of the freezer, popping some chocolate chip ones into the toaster. He slumps back into his chair.

“Then we’ll have to do it.” Brooks sighs again, finishing off his bagel and then pouring cups of coffee for me, him, and Tanner. Marlowe already has his iced coffee ready. “We’ll have to go into the woods and cast it ourselves. If we don’t talk, we can still come back.”

“You can’t know that for sure,” I say, and he doesn’t respond. I’m right. He doesn’t know that for sure. It’s his best guess.

“If the Hag gets out, she’ll kill us all. I don’t even know if … well, we probably don’t want to see what would happen if she sang once she got out. Would the whole planet fall asleep?” Brooks drinks his coffee hot and black, and I almost smile when I think about the espresso. It’s too serious of a conversation to smile though.

“What should we tell my friends at breakfast tomorrow?” I ask, wondering if I shouldn’t push them to form a coven. What if we can’t close the gate? I can’t help but feel responsible.

I won the jackpot for myself by going into that tree.

I can’t doom the world because of that.

“Tell them the truth. We have a fifty-fifty chance.” Brooks sits back in his seat, studying me. I wonder how things are going to be different, now that we’ve … romanced each other. “I’m going to give you a list of four sigils today, and I need you to practice them until your fingers bleed.”

“Until my fingers bleed. Yes, sir.” I smile as I look up, and I catch Brooks smiling back. Oh my God. He’s very handsome when he smiles.

“Bed spell first, then sigils.” Marlowe leans down and then pulls my biting cat into his lap. She grabs onto his hand with her teeth, but makes biscuits on his thigh. He looks over at me, and I wonder if this isn’t some sort of unspoken plea for us not to sleep in another room again.

“Did you miss me last night?” I ask. It’s supposed to be a joke.

Marlowe ruins it by getting this almost pained look on his face and running his fingers through his hair.

“Yeah,” he says, just like that. Yeah. Longingly. And with great suffering. “Yeah, I did.”

Silence.

I can hear the ticking grandfather clock in the living room, and I blush again.

Another happy blush. Like I said, I’m not embarrassed. Not yet. Wait until Georgia gets a hold of you. Then you’ll be mortified to your very bones.

“Do you have any sage?” Tanner asks me, and I’m surprised that he even knows what sage is. “Incense?” I shake my head, and he sighs. “What sort of witch are you anyway, kitten? Dear Old Dad, he’s a bit … rank, don’t you think?”

“I only smell waffles,” I admit, and they pop up in the toaster with a bright little ding. Marlowe tosses both onto my plate, and I give one to Tanner. Lo licks his lips and then looks purposefully away from me. Tanner, seated in the east like always, is stroking my bare foot with one of his. “Go and check, see if he’s leaking or something.” I look over at him, but he’s just grinning at me. “Or maybe there is no smell, and you just think this is funny?”

“The smell is coming from that goddamn glove. Did you really have to rob your dead dad’s corpse?” Marlowe shoves two more waffles into the toaster and yanks the handle down. He’s as mean with appliances as he is with his dick.

I reach out and place gentle fingers on his hand, causing him to go still.

“Can we cast a spell? To make it smell better in here?”

All three of them stare at me.

“Sure,” Brooks says, standing up from his chair. He takes the second half of his bagel with him, using his other hand to stroke my hair back. “Just as soon as we’re done with the bed spell. After we refresh the fear spell. After we close the gate.”

He leaves through the living room, and we all wait for his footsteps to sound from upstairs.

Marlowe and Tanner both lean in, like they’re looking for gossip.

“What the fuck? Brooks? You got Brooks to simp for you?”

“Where are you learning all this slang?” I ask Marlowe, but then I notice that he’s got his new phone on the table beside him. The screen is on, and I see all sorts of brand-new apps. He’s really embraced his modern lifestyle, hasn’t he? “Don’t spend a lot of time on Reddit. I’ll be able to tell if you do.”

Marlowe ignores me.

“Brooks,” he repeats as Tanner pillows his head in his hand, studying me. “How? Gross, Kate.”

I gape at him as he sits back and refocuses his attention on stroking my pussy. The cat, I mean. He’s stroking the actual cat instead of … well, yeah. Me. I shift in my seat and try to pay attention to my waffles.

“You guys were the ones that said we were all in this together. I didn’t choose this. You all did. So don’t be surprised when it works out exactly the way that you wanted it to.”

“Are you falling in love with him, kitten?” Tanner asks, and it’s the last question in the world that I want to answer—especially from him.

Time to change the subject.

“How does the bed spell work?” I ask, buttering my waffle. I don’t realize how quiet it’s gotten until I look up to see the pair of them staring at me in a completely different way than they were before.

“How the fuck do you think the bed spell works?” Marlowe asks, but it’s Tanner who stands up and hauls me out of my seat, throwing me over his shoulder.

I’ve still got my waffle in my mouth, but between the kitchen and the bed, I forget all about it.
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Kate

I’m refreshed and perky the next morning when I arrive at the cafe to meet my friends, sliding into one of the chairs outside with a grin on my face.

Georgia, Tacy, and Fernanda are all here, and so is … the guy with the van. Jared? Pretty sure his name is Jared. He removes his headphones just long enough to greet me, and then goes back to blissful ignorance.

“I can’t believe you brought them again,” Georgia says, loudly enough that I’m sure the men are supposed to hear. They’re inside though which is a huge improvement over last time. Granted, their table is directly against the wall behind me, so we’re only like ten inches away from each other, but it’s something.

“Tacy brought Jared,” I say, gesturing at him. He pops one headphone off his left ear and raises a brow.

“Yeah?” he asks, but Tacy just waves her hands at him and he shrugs, returning to his music.

“Tacy is allowed to go places without Jared. He’s not the problem.” Georgia is tapping her fingers on the table. Fernanda sits next to her, a paperback open and lying on its pages. The spine is cracked, shattered really. She put it down as soon as I got here, which is a habit I’ve never seen before.

“You three were in the Witchwoods. You can understand why we can’t be separated, right?” We all glance over at the bushes. There’s a massive toad sitting there, bigger than Flick. Its vocal sac expands, and it lets out this piercing trill that causes all four of us to cringe.

It’s the third giant toad I’ve seen today, and I just got up an hour and a half ago.

“We’ve given thought to the coven thing,” Georgia continues, turning away from the toad. “We want to wait and see if you guys can close the gate.”

We all stop talking as the waitress brings out our drinks.

The special today was a honey-rose iced latte with real rose petals floating on the top. I’m pleased with the presentation. I’m pleased with yesterday. It was like an adult sleepover with three really hot, really attractive, really hung men. Naturally hung, not magically hung. I snort into my coffee, and my friends look at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“What?” I ask, taking a sip of my drink and loving it so much that I’m already prepped to order another.

“What the fuck happened to you?” Georgia sounds scandalized.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Fernanda protests, grinning at me and fixing her glasses. “Kate is happy. This is the happiest I’ve seen her since she broke up with Nathan. I was all in for the coven thing, just so you know.”

I nod. I expected that. I also expected that Tacy and Georgia would outvote her.

“We stayed in yesterday, watched the rain.” They took turns on me, so we could triple the size of our mattress. We watched a movie (Practical Magic, the guys were amused). I practiced the four sigils—north, south, east, and west—until my finger was raw. I sat in the kitchen with the back door thrown wide, and I played with my potted plant until its green tendrils took over the table, the floor, and the refrigerator. “I’m just in a good mood.”

“No,” Georgia tells me, and I gape at her as Tacy sighs. “You’re in love.”

“What?” I hiss the word out, acting like I’m not aware of the window behind me. I’m sure the boys can hear us, and I don’t want to talk about this. I’m not going to fall for them first. I refuse. That’s a vulnerability that I won’t allow.

Too late.

“So what if she is?” Tacy replies, sitting up straight. “The … magic you used to form the coven, it’s sort of permanent, right?” I nod and toy with my straw. “Okay then. The men aren’t going anywhere, so Kate might as well enjoy them.”

She’s not wrong. It’s just … I hope the guys are starting to like me beyond the confines of the coven. Pretty sure they are. I know that, the more I get to know them, the more I like them.

“What is it that makes you like Jared?” I ask, and I can feel this ache in my chest that warns me against being vulnerable. I’m opening my rib cage up and asking Tacy a question that exposes the soft, squishy heart underneath. “With Nathan, I liked that we grew up together. Had core memories that we shared.”

I try to think of other things. He’s good looking, for sure. Casually athletic, but not obsessed with sports. Smart. That’s … that’s it.

“Jared is peaceful,” Tacy replies, surprising me. She leans back in her chair and looks up at the redwood trees that tower over the small cafe. “He’s gentle with everything—ants, spiders, cats, dogs, people. That’s what I like about him. If the entire world were populated with Jareds, we’d never see another war or another murder.” She shrugs one shoulder, as if that wasn’t profound and helpful as fuck.

I take another sip of my drink.

If the entire world were populated with Witchwood Boys … I let the thought trail off.

Tanner didn’t bring the two cops back to the cottage for his own sake. We didn’t cast a spell of fear on the Witch’s Tree to protect ourselves.

And we’re not here having breakfast with my friends because the guys are having a good time.

I smile.

“She’s dick drunk,” Georgia whispers to Fernanda, but it doesn’t have quite the same effect on our kinky bookworm friend as it has on me or Tacy.

“I’m honestly so happy for you, but also a little bit jealous.” Fernanda winks and reaches out, putting her hand over mine. “Dick drunk is not a bad place to be.” She gives me a loving pat and then returns her hand to her mug, resting it on the side of the warm porcelain.

“Is Jared good in bed?” I ask Tacy, stirring my drink. I realize that not only am I curious to compare her responses with my own, I’m just curious in general. I want to know how Tacy is doing. If she’s brought Jared to multiple breakfast meetups, then she must really, really like him.

“We’re working on that,” she says with a slight smile, glancing his way. He’s so into his music, mouthing words we can’t hear and scrolling on his phone, that he has no idea we’re discussing his bedroom skills. Or lack thereof. “We’re learning and growing together.”

“Sounds healthy,” Georgia says, peering at me. “How about you? Are you learning and growing together with your stalkers?”

“I’ve learned about bukkake in real time” I admit, and that gets Fernanda and Tacy laughing. Georgia looks mildly confused.

“Wait. Isn’t that when a group of dudes …” Georgia stops talking and then uses her phone. Her eyebrow twitches. “Okay, yeah it’s exactly what I thought it was.” She lifts her gaze to mine, and I just bust out laughing.

“They’re super romantic, I swear.” My mind goes to Brooks and last night and how incredible he was. I opened up to him, and I didn’t regret it. Not one bit.

“Jerking off in a circle and coming all over your … coven member is romantic? No wonder people say that romance is dead.” Georgia sips her tea, glaring over my shoulder. I can feel those naughty witches behind me, separated by a thin sheet of glass that might as well be air. They’d kick right through that window to access me if needed. “How about missionary position in front of the fire, gazing into one another’s eyes? I love that old-fashioned shit.”

I choke on my drink just in time for the waitress to appear with our orders.

I chose waffles this time. Felt like a sweets sort of morning. It’s gray out, but not actively raining. Across the street, the children have just come out to play, and I wonder how long summer school goes for. If my siblings knew me better, I’d walk across the street to say hi instead of sitting here and staring like a creeper.

“Is there a reason you inhaled your coffee?” Georgia asks as a glowing spider drops down from the shade umbrella above us and dangles over our table. We all rear back, but Jared can’t help us because Jared can’t see it.

Tanner appears as if summoned, pinching the web of the spider and then moving it to a nearby bush. He says nothing, just winks at me and then disappears back inside the cafe.

The girls all stare at me, but Jared is peering in Tanner’s direction with a slight frown. I can only imagine how that looked, Tanner pinching the web of an invisible spider.

“Missionary, in front of the fire. I did that last night.” My mouth twitches. “See? I told you they were romantic.”

Fernanda sighs and spoons up a bite of chia pudding with berries and toasted coconut.

“Well, whatever they are, if they don’t treat you right, you’ll tell me? Coven or no coven, we’ll figure it out together.” Georgia cuts into her massive breakfast burrito, and stares at something behind me. Probably Brooks. She makes a face and goes back to her food.

“I promise.” I cut a piece of waffle and put it in my mouth, thinking as I chew. “The vows we made as a coven … I felt those in my heart. We were promising to try our hardest with one another, to put our all into learning to love one another. I did not, however, promise to stick around and be mistreated. Trust me: I learned my lesson with Nathan. I’m not going to stay with anyone—lover or friend or even family member—out of obligation or loneliness.”

“What are you staying for then?” Georgia asks as a brand-new fern unfurls from the side of the cafe, jewel-like purple flowers catching the sun. A hummingbird that looks like it’s made of glass hovers in front of the Witchwoods flower, drinking from it.

“Happiness. Comfort. Love.” I grin at them. “Like what I have with you guys.”

“Just minus the bukkake?” Fernanda asks, and she even manages to get Georgia to laugh.

“You guys don’t have the equipment necessary for bukkake, so … guess not?” I tease. Georgia looks longingly at my waffle, so I cut a piece off and put it on her plate. “Otherwise, I would totally invite you out for Friday night bukkake in the woods—ladies night.”

“Hilarious, Kate. I’m glad you’re enjoying this witch thing as much as you are.” Georgia finishes her mountain of food off within minutes. She rock climbs and does extreme sports—for fun. She needs all the calories she can possibly get. “This …” She gestures at my hat and sighs. “With the teeth, it’s … well, it isn’t even pleasant to look at let alone put on your head.”

Georgia says that, and she doesn’t know the half of it. My hat ate a banana slug off the porch railing this morning, and I could taste it. Maybe I should keep that to myself?

“Georgia might not like the witch stuff, but I love it. And Tacy is struggling to fully believe it.” Fernanda shrugs, and then turns a private smile to me, like we really understand each other. I smile back because we’re a lot more alike than I’ve always thought. “Can we … talk about the sex tape?”

“Fernanda!” Tacy whispers, slapping Fernanda on the shoulder with her spoon. Fernanda gives her friend a look. “We agreed not to mention it at all.”

“What? I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Kate.” Fernanda looks back at me, and I laugh. “See? She thinks it’s funny. She wants to talk about it.”

“People traveling to Humboldt County because of us, because of the Witch’s Tree, that’s a problem. The sex tape … I’m upset about it for so many reasons. But mostly, it’s an issue with popularity. The legend is trending again.” I stab my waffle in frustration, but my hat steals the next bite like the monster it is.

“You think more people have gone through the gate?” Georgia asks, like she’s surprised to hear that. “How many?”

I shrug.

“We have no idea, maybe none, but there’s also no way to check. If anyone else goes in there before we close it, they’ll be trapped with no way out.” I finish off the first of my waffles, and try not to let the enormity of that statement hurt me as much as it does.

Whatever happens, I’ve already committed to condemning two people to the woods.

I make myself smile at my friends.

“Our spell might not work, you know that, right? If it doesn’t, will you change your minds about the coven thing?”

“I’m already in for the coven thing,” Fernanda assures me again, glancing over at Tacy.

“Maybe.” Tacy will agree if Georgia does, so I don’t worry about her.

“If I have to, I’ll do it, but it’s a last resort sort of thing for me.” Georgia squeezes my hand again, and then steals my second waffle. I let it go with a smile, and we settle in to talk about nothing for forty-five minutes.

And it feels great.
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Kate

“We, ah, have something to tell you.” Tanner isn’t smiling. Not a good sign. He’s been a bit weird since our conversation at the Pink Lady, but he’s never stopped smiling.

This has something to do with the Hag Wytch.

My breath catches before he’s even said anything at all, his hand lifting to touch the brim of his hat. The other men are standing behind him in the living room. They ambushed me on my way out of the laundry room.

Brooks has been doing most of the laundry, but I’m still up for washing my own undergarments. They might be stalkers, but we have some boundaries left.

“I had to rewash those because you packed the machine too full.” Brooks points at me from around Tanner’s back, allowing the other man to bring up the Hag conversation. There has to be a reason for that.

“You—” I look down and realize that he’s right. This is only half of the load because he separated it. He did wash my underwear. With a sigh, I look back at Tanner. “Why are we talking about my panties when there’s Hag shit going on?” I try to sound exasperated with them, but it sounds more like I’m going to laugh.

I might.

I’ve never been this wanted by anyone. Sexually or otherwise. It’s intense.

“Because your panties are always more important?” Tanner does that thing where he transforms his face through sheer force of will, from worried to amused in a second. Whatever happened, it must be really bad. He’s talking about panties because he’s concerned, because he thinks we should utilize every moment available to us to be happy.

“Just rip the bandage off, please,” Marlowe grinds out, his teeth extra white in the shadows of the foyer. He’s standing farther back than the rest, his hat throwing darkness across his face until all I can see are those teeth. It’s like they’re floating until he steps forward, and the rest of his mean, beautiful face comes into view. “You wanted to do this, so let’s get it over with.”

“Kate is right.” Tanner’s teeth are gritted, and he’s back to being tense. He walked out of the cafe yesterday morning with that same expression. I assume the men took advantage of a rare private moment amongst themselves to talk. “We can’t keep things from her.”

“Keep things …?” I feel like I can’t stand, tossing the laundry basket onto the floor and frowning when the lace panties I tried to wear for Brooks bounce out and land near his feet. He sees them and wets his lips. He should never have handled my panties in a domestic capacity. He can’t handle it. I lift my chin. “What are you keeping from me? A consensual non-consent orgy in our front yard? Oh, wait, already did that. Or hiding the fact that we’d be bound together for eternity? Ah, did that, too.”

“I didn’t say we were bound for eternity. I have no way of knowing that.” A pause from Brooks. “Though it’s likely.”

“The Hag Wytch came here to see you.” Tanner cuts through Brooks’ teasing with a voice like a knife. His eyes are more silver than blue right now. “She called you downstairs with a lullaby and spoke to you.”

He reaches into his pocket and draws out a piece of paper, handing it over to me.

Here’s what it says.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?”

“Hey, I’m over here! Let’s meet up.”

My breath hiccups as fear creeps over me like a hand sliding over my shoulder. I keep reading.

“I’m so fucking lonely. I want her to kill me.”

“This isn’t real … No, no, it is real!”

“I can’t—”

Laughter.

I drop the paper and it takes quite a long time to drift to the ground, like something supernatural is keeping it afloat. My hand slides over my stomach, processing the sudden shift to unease. I was fine, and now I’m unsettled. My skin crawls. That line that mentions Brooks … are those the last words of his sister, Sharyn?

“This makes it sound like she’s speaking through a spirit box or something. Is this everything she said? Why wouldn’t I remember that?” I’m breathing hard, but I’m calm.

The Hag Wytch is warning us that she isn’t here, but that she’s on her way. But what’s that line about being lonely? About wanting to die? What the hell is that? Oh, Brooks.

“Could’ve been the lullaby. Maybe the contraceptive spell.” Tanner crooks his fancy brow, split by his scar and pierced. Half black, half gold. I love it. I want to run my finger across it. He flattens his wolf ears, like he can hear my thoughts.

My hat flicks its tongue out to taste him, and he dodges. Quite nimbly.

“Uh-uh. Hell no.” Tanner pauses near the grandfather clock, marked safe from demon hat tongue. My hat’s just shocked the hell out of me though, proving it can stretch its tongue out a good four feet. “You’re not tasting my emotions just now. Listen instead.”

Tanner holds up his hands in a T, like a timeout. I think it’s actually a spell, and he pushes his hands forward and my mind fills with an image of the Hag Wytch, maggots spilling out of her mouth.

“That’s what I saw the other night. Maggots were real. That’s not good.” Tanner puts his inked hands into his pockets. That spell is so cool! I want to learn that! I control myself. If he doesn’t want me to read his emotions, then maybe it’s because he doesn’t need me to get panicked.

I’ll stay calm.

“It doesn’t change anything,” Brooks admits, walking up to stand beside Tanner. Marlowe hangs back, eyeing the other two men with skepticism. If he doesn’t bring up his sister, then I won’t. I want him to talk to me when he’s ready. “We needed to close the gate, and we still do. We’re going tonight, no matter what. It’s just that we thought you should know what happened.”

“What does she want with me?” I wonder, looking at Tanner again. He makes himself smile, but God, it’s an effort. I want to talk to him alone, or as alone as we can possibly be in this house. “Because I’m a woman? Because we’re a full coven?”

“No clue. Doesn’t matter. We know what it is that she wants.” Tanner runs a single finger along the brim of his hat, closing his eyes for a minute. I swear that when he opens them again, they’re bluer. “But it’ll be okay because you have us.” A slightly bigger smile. This one looks more real. “Because of me. We’re sewn together, me and you.”

I already know that. Because he chose to watch me and Brooks make love rather than excuse himself which I could tell he’d have preferred to do. That’s how bad this Hag thing is.

“Thank you for saving my sleep-walking ass from her,” I reply with a smile of my own, reaching out to take Tanner’s arm. He looks down at my fingers and then up at me. He feels like he might break if I keep touching him. I’ll hold on just long enough. “Can we talk in … as close to private as we can get?”

“Cracked doors are fine, just don’t shut it all the way.” Brooks waves his hand and walks off, drawing the paper from the floor, rolling it up, and sliding it into his pocket, all without touching it. Magic. It was all magic.

“Where are you planning on going?” Marlowe holds out an arm, his hat tilting dangerously on one side. There’s a slug on it that he flicks off, knocking it to the floor in a yellow splat. It disintegrates into dirt almost immediately, leaving a little pile.

“Mm. How about the third-floor tower?” I never go up there because it’s cold and drafty and is in desperate need of insulation and repairs. But it’s cool. It’s really fucking cool. It’s my favorite room in the house. When I was in high school, my grandma let me live in there after I begged her. I loved everything about it except the cold and the draft.

“Third-floor tower,” Tanner agrees, spreading his arms to either side. He walks forward, and my hat’s tongue gets him, completely without my consent or knowledge. It flicks him in the neck and fills my mind with emotions. Confusion. Jealousy. Curiosity. “I’ll go with you. I wouldn’t let you go alone if you begged.”

He nudges me toward the stairs with a finger in the center of my back, and I feel that single point of contact like a strike of lightning.

“Then I’ll sit on the steps of the third-floor tower and eavesdrop.” Marlowe yawns and stretches his arms over his head, hoodie sliding up to reveal his navel. The demon wings on his shadow unfurl and cover the walls to either side of him.

You won’t like what you’ll overhear, I think, but I have no choice. I need to get this out there, just in case. If we’re going to try and close the gate tonight, then it can’t wait.

We head up to the second floor and then to the little-used door at the far end of the hallway. It’s locked, so I pull the rusted key off the hook on the wall and use it to open the door.

“It’s so drafty, it has to stay locked or it rattles.” I put the key back and start up the narrow staircase. It’s at an odd angle, too, a little sharper than is comfortable to walk up. We hit the octagonal room at the top, and the wind whistles around a loose window frame.

I turn around and hold out my arms to show the space off. Tanner leans his shoulder against the doorjamb, and he’s smiling in a new way. Different from the other two types I’ve seen already today. It’s a cute smile, like I’ve impressed him somehow.

“You must really like third-floor attic rooms,” I declare, dropping my arms and turning around. From here we have a great view of the bay. Redwood trees to either side of the road, and other cute Victorian houses (all in need of fresh paint jobs).

“You know what I was admiring.” Tanner steps up beside me to look out, putting a hand on the windowsill on either side of me. My heart thumps, and I start to sweat. My cheeks are hot, and I press the knuckles of my right hand against my face. Comparatively, they feel cool.

This is my reaction to him. It’s been there since pretty much moment one, when he walked down the steps in that cottage and said oh. Just like that. I asked him if he was as awful as his friends. He told me that he’d worship me.

He wasn’t lying.

“How do you like this, kitten,” he growls out, pressing me against the wall with his body, head bent low to nuzzle against me. I close my eyes, warming even further at the touch. “Me, doing exactly what I want.”

“I love it,” I whisper back, and he goes completely and utterly still.

“You told me not to be fake, and stop doing what I thought you wanted.” He exhales, and my hair stirs in the warm breeze of his breath. “I only gave you space because it’s what I thought you wanted.” He laughs, lifting one hand and rubbing it over his stubbled mouth. “Fuck. What I want is to not give you space.”

I turn around in the circle of his arms. Behind him, there’s a single desk and an old bookshelf half-filled with random items. Anything but books. It’s all very dusty, and smells like mildew and salt. The light is a diffused silver-gray, a glare from the ocean fog. In the distance, I can hear a boat’s horn. Sometimes I forget we’re that close to the water.

A tsunami here would be really bad. Earthquakes suck. I don’t care because the beauty of living here is worth the price.

Tanner’s beauty is worth the price. I lift my hand and press it to the side of his face.

“I’m so sorry, Tanner.” My voice is light, my feet shifting and stirring dust motes. He widens his eyes, like he has no idea where this is going. His wolf ears are completely flat. “Something happened to me when I met you. I … think I was into you from moment one.” I tuck some hair behind my ears, just for something to do.

My hat tries to lick him again, but I snatch the tongue in a fist, forcing it back to the edge of the brim. I don’t want to know his feelings until I’m done talking or I might lose the bravery required.

“You were into me from moment one?” he repeats, like he has no idea how to respond to that.

I make myself hold his stare, forcing the words out as quickly as I can.

“I told myself it couldn’t be real, that you were fake. I was in love with something fake. I also knew you weren’t going to be ready, and I sprung all that shit on you anyway.” I hold up a hand when he tries to talk, my tattoo catching the light. A moth with long tails made of spiderwebs. A moon with horns. An upside-down triangle with a slash through it. “You can’t know how I want to be loved if I don’t show you. So I’ll do it. I’ll teach you what it means to be loved.”

I’ve been looking at it the wrong way. I’ve been upset with Tanner, and that was a huge mistake. I swallow down the emotions.

“You keep saying that you fucked up,” I continue, “but this one’s on me. I fucked this up.” I tell him all of this with complete confidence. I’ve been thinking about it for days on repeat, how I pushed him to his breaking point on purpose.

“You know.” Tanner wets his lips, shifting his eyes away from mine. He looks out the window toward the water. “You’re right. I have no fucking clue what I’m doing here.” He closes his eyes and keeps them closed. “I’ve never loved anyone. Not a single person. I was starting to question if I was even capable of it.” He laughs, but his eyes stay closed. “My dad absolutely, one-hundred percent was not. Did I tell you that to this day, I believe he murdered my mom? No proof though.”

The only response that feels appropriate is for me to throw my arms around his waist and squeeze him. Tanner is so surprised that he stumbles back, thighs hitting the edge of the old desk. He sits down, and the wood creaks, but it’s solid. I can just hear Brooks saying they don’t make ‘em like this anymore.

I press my cheek against Tanner’s chest, spotting Marlowe out of the corner of my eye. One dark iris in the shadows of the cracked door. Mushrooms glitter on the edge of his hat brim as he turns away, and I hear the stairs creaking as he descends them.

“I can teach you,” I whisper as Tanner lifts his fingers, running them through my hair. “I’m sorry that I called you a liar for trying at something you’ve never done before. That wasn’t well thought out. It’s just that … you were a love at first sight thing for me, I think? I’ve been questioning my judgment.”

Tanner tilts his head back and gets caught staring up at the ceiling. I try to scoot back, but his arms tighten around me, holding me in place. I crane my neck as best as I can and then wish I hadn’t. There’s a perfect purple web on the octagonal ceiling above us. It’s a good ten or twelve feet up, and there’s no spider, but there is a glittery moth thrashing in the webbing.

We look back at each other.

“I’ve never been loved by anyone either,” he admits, drawing in a deep breath. His hands settle on my hips, and then he scoots back on the desk and drags me into his lap. I put my arms around his neck, our hats crinkled together and blocking some of that austere gray light. “I probably don’t deserve it, but I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll earn it eventually.”

There’s a long space of silence, the room creaking around us. I hear a sound in the walls, a light scratching. Tanner’s right wolf ear swivels in that direction.

“We’ve got Witchwoods mice,” he says, as if he didn’t just tell me something completely profound a second ago.

“Oh. I’ll get the cat in here then.” I look down at his chest, at the rapid rise and fall of his breath. He’s definitely feeling something right now. I allow my hat to lick him and discover an alluring mix of lust and affection. It licks him again, and the feeling warms and blossoms, pushing against me and making me just as hot as the emotion I can taste on the back of my tongue.

Is it possible we both had a weird initial reaction to each other? If so, we’re both fighting against it because we refuse to believe that it’s real.

“You’re not telling me all of this stuff just so I’ll leave you alone, are you? You know you aren’t going anywhere without me for the rest of your natural life.” Tanner works his jaw and pushes me gently off his lap, even though I can see that he’s hard for me.

“I’m sorry that you’d even think that.” I take a few steps back, turn, and then push open one of the windows. Putting my hands up on the windowsill, I step on the underside of an overturned metal bucket with my purple and black striped sock and swing my leg up.

Tanner is right there, collecting me around the waist and dragging me back, tucking me against him.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” he asks, and I get hot everywhere. Literally everywhere. My knuckles aren’t cool against my face. Every part of my body is on fire.

“It’s easy to climb onto the roof from here, watch the ocean. I even have a plastic chair up there.” I glance over my shoulder, but he doesn’t relax his grip at all. “I’ve been up there a million times. I won’t fall.”

“We have the protection spell, sure, but I’m not about letting you crawl around on the roof when you’re being hunted by a bird.” Tanner releases me, but I can tell that if I go for the window again, he’ll grab me.

I pretend that I’ve lost interest, wandering away and stirring up more dust.

His eyes follow me. What was it that he said? That he looks for me more frequently than the urge to breathe?

“Do you guys talk about me when you sign? Like do you tell each other how jealous you are or something like that?” I asked him to be honest with me, but somehow I don’t believe he’ll answer this truthfully until he does.

“All the time. I don’t like the way they treat you. Reminds me of my dad.” Tanner’s jaw is set now, and his eyes are as cold as the gray glare from outside the window. He walks after me, just a few slow steps behind. “Marlowe broke your hand and he lost you to the tree. If I didn’t owe him such a huge debt, he’d be in the red right now. As it stands, I think we’re even.”

The door creaks open and there’s Marlowe, standing right there.

The pair of them look at each other.

“You’re right. I fucked up with Kate. A lot.” A tight, mean smile from Lo. “But I’m done with that. She knows that I’m in love with her.”

I choke on that, hands at my throat. Um. What?

Tanner shoves the desk out of his way, the old feet scraping across the floor. He steps close to Marlowe, and I wish one of them would use that spell from downstairs to show me their very first impressions of one another.

“And you know that she’s in love with me?” Tanner asks, and Marlowe nods, dragging the brim of his hat down. “Good.” Tanner grins and pats Lo on the shoulder, earning a scowl for the effort. “Then get the fuck out.” He gestures with his chin in the direction of the door. “We’re not done in here.”

I gape at him, and I swear that Marlowe might hit him.

He doesn’t.

“You’re fucking lucky,” Marlowe hisses back at Tanner. Their shadows are both arched up and over the ceiling, blackening out the dying moth with sharp claws and teeth. “I’m not allowed to be jealous, because of what I did. So go ahead and act like an asshole all by yourself.”

He turns and his shadow sweeps the room like a cloak, the old hinges protesting as he shoves past the door, his boots loud on the steps again. He left once and came back. He might do it again. It’s hard to resist drifting toward your coven members, an invisible hand beckoning us closer to one another.

Tanner’s shadow turns to look at me before he does, and then it’s right there in front of me.

It’s his shadow that grabs me by the shoulders, putting the sinuous length of that demon tongue into my mouth. He consumes me with a kiss that isn’t a kiss. I’m wide-eyed and frozen in place, but not because I don’t like it.

That tongue is warm, familiar, commanding.

That tongue belongs to Tanner.

His shadow releases my mouth, but it isn’t done with me yet. I see a grin break on its face, an empty space in the voluminous black that I can see through, straight to the window that leads to the backyard.

“Listen to me, Kate.” Tanner throws a look over his shoulder, but he doesn’t move. His shadow is shoving at my hoodie, pushing it up my chest and revealing my breasts. With its other hand, it drags my sweatpants down. I swallow around my emotions, peering at the darkness in front of me, two tails wrapping around me and locking us in an eerie embrace.

Then, across the room, there’s Tanner in his hat, with the light right on him and absolutely no shadow at all attached to his body.

“I’m listening.” My voice is a husky whisper, and my heart is a Witchwoods hummingbird made of glass. The moth dies above us, shedding glitter across our hair. His and mine. It filters through the shadow without touching it.

“The only position I have that trumps pleasing you is keeping you near me. Because by keeping you near me, I can keep you safe.” He walks up to the window that I opened and slams it shut. His shadow reaches out and snags the desk, dragging it back to us.

I’m put over the end of that desk, hands behind my back, the toes of my striped socks barely touching the floor. My cheek is to the wood as I peer at Tanner, turning around in front of the wall of windows, barely more than a silhouette himself. He watches my expression as his shadow fits something hot and hard between my thighs. A cock.

My eyes flick to the doorway and there’s an antlered shadow right there, watching us. Brooks.

Tanner’s shadow pushes into me, and I snatch onto the edge of the desk to keep calm. How the hell is he doing this? With a sharp thrust of its hips, the shadow pushes all the way inside of me and Tanner lifts his chin, pulse in his neck throbbing.

I’m being fucked by his shadow, slammed into the desk as those tails slip around my body and find my nipples. They tease their angular tips against the pink peaks before one of them slithers down to find my clit.

I’m so wet that I’m dripping.

“You fell in love with me at first sight?” Tanner clarifies, almost meanly. “Say it.”

“I’m in love with you,” I admit, and it feels good to get the words out, even if they’re terrifying. I want him to love me back, and he doesn’t because he doesn’t know how to do that. He’s trying. Just like he told me.

He exhales and reaches down to cup himself through his pants as his shadow rails me on the desk, deepening the dent in the wall that it’s pressed against.

“The only way I know how to express myself is through sex. So sex is what I’m going to give you. Sex and obsession, Kate. It’s what I want. I only have one focus.” Tanner walks around the desk while undoing his pants. He steps into his shadow, and then suddenly his cock is entering me. It’s not like his shadow ever pulls out, just that he fills its shape, takes it space.

I cry out, covered in glitter from above, hoodie up and pants down. Tanner’s hands are warm and welcome on my skin as he grabs hold of me, those double tails still doing their thing at his behest.

He enters me, hips to ass, and then just stands there, thinking.

“If the Hag Wytch gets out, I’ll be tempted to leave her here. We can close the gate and live in the Witchwoods together. Just so long as you’re safe. I’ll give up the modern world in a second.”

He means what he’s saying.

It might not be an I love you like I wanted to hear, but it’s too soon for that. I shouldn’t be saying that to him either, but the trauma and the danger and the intensity of each moment we spend together, it drags it right out of me.

Tanner is charming and handsome and charismatic, and he had me from the very first second that we met. I shouldn’t have let him get me that easy, because I know I’m being intentionally wooed. I know that. It doesn’t matter.

If that statement—let the world die so we can live in peace—isn’t some form of I love you then nothing is. I can wait for the rest.

He wraps my hair around his hand, yanks me back until I’m up on my palms, and rides me until his shadow is bursting over my skin like ink. I can feel it all, his twitching hips and the warm seed dripping down my thighs. His shadow, melting across my skin like warm oil.

Magic.

We’re both glowing again. We glowed together from that very first morning.

Because, as scared as we both were, we both found exactly what we wanted in the woods that night.

Brooks and Marlowe hesitated, even if only for a second.

Tanner did not.

Of course I fell completely and utterly in love with him first.

“You keep telling me that you love me until I earn it. I’ll keep listening to you say it until I believe it.” He slides out of me, steps back, and waits for me to turn around on shaky limbs until I’m sitting on the end of that desk with him oozing out between my thighs. “Deal?”

“If you’re honest with me, we’ll have nothing to worry about.” I drag my hoodie down to cover my breasts and he shakes his head at me, smirking.

“Swear to God, you keep saying that because you can see how much it pisses me off.” He takes another step toward me, forcing my knees open with his hands. He’s pulled his jeans up, but he presses our crotches together anyway, getting his denim wet. “But fine. Push all my buttons. See what falls out.”

“Marlowe and Brooks—” I’m going to ask him to give them some credit. It took them a few seconds longer to break, but they both came for me, too. I want Tanner to enjoy their company and vice versa, not for any of them to fight.

Tanner covers my mouth with his hand and then shakes his head.

“Nope. Don’t want to hear it.” He smiles and drops his hand, revealing the frown on my face. “I already know that they’re redeemable. If not, I wouldn’t care about the coven. I’d kill ‘em both and take you for myself.”

He is absolutely serious.

Tanner holds out his hand, and I take it, hopping off the end of the desk and stumbling a little until he catches me. I look up and he looks down, and I can see in his face that he knows how compatible we are.

He wants to chase me, and I want to be chased.

This should be fun, seeing what happens when he lets himself catch me.

He’s a much better hunter than I am.
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“Something happen up there that I should know about?” Brooks asks, the eyes on his face closed while the ones on his hat dart over to stare at us.

Tanner is right fucking behind me as I slip into the kitchen, and when I turn a look over my shoulder, he’s freezing cold. And then red hot. A smile replaces his frown, and I know that whatever I’ve unleashed, it’s going to be glorious.

Brooks sips a cup of tea in his usual spot while Marlowe perches on the edge of the counter, arms crossed, expression thoughtful. That’s not what I expected to find when we came down here. I thought he’d be pissed.

“Kate is in love with Tanner.” Marlowe blurts it out, and I trip, nearly falling into the side of the fridge. It’s Tanner’s firm hand on my elbow that keeps me upright. His shadow tilts its head at me, forked tongue flicking out to taste my own creeping silhouette.

“Why would you even say that?” I groan, extricating myself from Tanner and turning to meet Brooks’ ivy-green eyes as he cracks them open. He frowns at me around his tea cup and the big eye on his hat droops at the corners.

“What’s wrong with saying it, if it’s true?” Marlowe cocks a brow, but I ignore him and I especially ignore Tanner, slumping into my chair and knowing that in a few, short hours we’ll be in the woods. I steal Brooks’ discarded spoon and peer into it.

The Hag Wytch is looking back at me.

“It’s true,” I admit, and Tanner breathes out a laugh. He folds that hunter’s body of his into a chair, staring at me. “But that doesn’t mean you have to bring it up.” I throw a mean look over my shoulder as Marlowe slides off the edge of the counter, boots hitting the floor with a thump.

His black eyes burn as he joins us, completing our circle.

“Marlowe, heat up the tea water and make Kate a cup.” Brooks doesn’t miss a beat, sipping his tea as he looks over at Tanner. “And congratulations.”

Tanner flashes a grin, folding his arms. His shadow looks triumphant, dancing across the walls of our kitchen.

“It works great, by the way. The shadow thing.” Tanner watches Marlowe as the man gets up with a scowl, jerking the boiling tea kettle off the stove and pouring a cup. He dumps some loose leaf directly into it, watches it seep, and then swirls his hand. The water with the tea leaves lifts out, depositing itself onto a folded paper towel.

I’m given the cup with a thump and a little spillover. The honey is tossed down beside me, and Marlowe reclaims his seat.

“The shadow thing.” Brooks doesn’t clarify. He seems to know exactly what Tanner’s talking about, and I blush. “You fucked her with your shadow?” He sounds jealous. Lovely.

Marlowe is gaping.

“Could you feel it?” he asks, and I can’t decide if his question is for me or Tanner or both of us.

I plunk a generous dollop of wildflower honey into my tea and then stare at the spoon, trying to get it to stir on its own. How do I do that? One of these small magics.

“Admit an uncomfortable truth to yourself,” Brooks barks, pointing at me. “Inside your head. Admit something to yourself, and think about the spoon stirring.”

“I have to admit an uncomfortable truth just to stir my tea? I’ll do it the old-fashioned—” I stop talking because the spoon is clinking around the cup, and I can’t decide if I’m the one that’s doing it or if somebody else is.

“That was me,” Tanner murmurs, voice husky and dark. “And yeah, I could feel it.”

I pick up my mug and take a sip, confident that Marlowe will have already cooled it to an acceptable level of heat. He has. Not too cold, not too hot. Perfect. It’s perfect. I curl my striped toes together under the table.

“I was talking to Kate.” Marlowe turns to me and leans in, elbow on the table. “What was the dick like?”

“I’m done with this conversation. Why don’t we shelve it until after we seal the gate?” I try to sip rudely, the way Brooks does. It’s an art, to be a self-righteous ass with a single drink of tea.

“Did the shadow orgasm? If it did, what came out?” Marlowe is seriously asking these questions, and I have no idea what to say.

“Magic,” Tanner answers for me with a dreamy sigh. “It’s like my magic was seeping into Kate.”

“Alright, plans for tonight?” I say loudly, ignoring the way Tanner bumps my leg purposefully beneath the table. “Or we can talk about your guys’ relationship instead.”

“I’d rather not.” Marlowe.

“No.” Tanner.

Brooks sighs and sets his mug down.

“Good to know that my theories about the shadows are panning out.” His looms up behind him, antlers thrown up across the ceiling. Too big. Too dark. All consuming.

“Nice rack,” I tell him, giving my boobs a squeeze. It’s intended as a joke, but Brooks only wets his lips and lets his gaze rake my cleavage. All of his gazes, in fact. His hat is ogling me, too.

“Right back at you,” he replies, and I release my tits as quickly as I grabbed them. Marlowe is studying me with a level of introspection that I find surprising. Did he … confess his love to me upstairs? It was a lot of heaviness all at once.

Seems like Marlowe and I could use a private moment to talk as well. Tanner scrubs a hand over his jaw, peering between the two of us.

Brooks sits back, pushing his hat brim out of his face. “Let’s talk about tonight.” His gaze slips to mine. “Let’s talk about that tree. If someone appears and throws their hand into it, what are you going to do?”

“Depends on who it is.” I’m teasing, but sort of not. Brooks stares at me, and I sigh. “Fine. We’ll talk it out. How does that sound? Better?”

“Yes, and no. If something happens, what are you going to do?” Brooks repeats, and I roll my eyes.

“Throw myself at Tanner.” It’s meant to be flippant, but it doesn’t come out that way.

“Yeah.” That’s a husky rasp, stolen from a tight jaw and dark eyes. Tanner takes my mug, sets it down, and then uses my wrist to drag me into his lap. “That’s it, kitten. You’ve got the right idea.”

“You’re going to listen to orders is what you’re going to do.” Brooks’ spoon is stirring itself, so I guess he just admitted an uncomfortable truth, huh? “All three of you.”

“Yes, sir.” It’s a joke, coming from Tanner. His face nuzzles into the crook of my neck, and the fine hairs on my skin stand straight up. “Say it again for me, kitten,” he growls, and I know he means for the other two to hear that.

My eyes meet Marlowe’s, and I can’t look away. I can’t. I’m trapped there. He’s waiting to see if I’ll do it, if I’ll say it.

“I’m in love with Tanner,” I admit, and the kitchen goes quiet but for the click, click, click of Brook’s metal spoon. As it spins past, I catch sight of the Hag again.

“Suppose we better go unwrap dear ol’ dad, eh?” Tanner bites onto the side of my neck, and I almost scream. He probably would’ve loved it.

Marlowe breathes out a strong sigh, tearing his hat off and tossing it onto the counter. My own hat is quivering, desperate to reach out and lick him, taste his emotions and see what he’s feeling. I try to tell it no with my thoughts, but I’m not sure how any of this works. Can I make the hat listen? Does it have free will?

Lo drags quivering fingers through his hair, letting his head fall back and his eyes close.

“God, I can’t wait until you fall in love with me, too.” He stands up suddenly, chair scraping across the floor, and he flees into the foyer before I can respond. “There are maggots for sure,” he shouts back and Tanner sighs.

“Better get the broom and dustpan then,” he comments, as if those maggots didn’t come off of his dad’s dead body.

“Keep ‘em. Good for spellwork.” Brooks stands up and waves his hand, sending his mug safely into the sink without touching it. His eyes catch mine. “Want to learn how to do that, too? Be a good girl for me tonight, and I’ll show you later.”

He walks out, following Marlowe into the garage.

Leaving me alone with Tanner.

“He’s talented, even if he is a domineering prick,” I whisper, but Tanner’s arms are tightening around my middle and he’s holding me so close that I don’t dare move. My hands settle over his, laced together across my tummy.

“Learn from him, and I’ll learn from you,” Tanner says, and that’s it. My skin, previously untouched and totally nonchalant, turns a brilliant red. “Show me what it means to be loved, Kate. Seems like you have more than enough for all three of us.”

He kisses my head and stands up, taking me with him.

In the garage, I find the zombie, tarp unfurled, stinking like hell and standing amongst a wriggling pile of fat white bodies. Not normal maggots. Witchwoods maggots.

Brooks is unscrewing one of my grandma’s mason jars, picking one up and dropping it inside. I roll my lips against a wave of nausea.

First, sacrificial offerings in her cast-iron. Now, arcane insects in her glassware. What ordinary object will we defile next? One of Gram’s embroidered dish towels? One of her cupcake pans? I know what these guys can do with brooms, and it isn’t PG.

“Alright, Pop, you ready for this final journey, you mean bastard?” Tanner takes me down the steps into the neatly organized garage (thanks, Lo). He walks right up to the swaying corpse, held upright by an antlered shadow and one with wings.

Then he spits on it, and I’m not sure that’s for magic.

I think that’s just because.

“You know this spell requires the corpse of a man who killed at least three people, right?” Brooks clarifies, but like he already knows the answer. Marlowe folds his arms to watch as I wait just a single step behind Tanner.

His stalking tendencies are quadrupled now, thanks to my big mouth. Bed made, must sleep in it.

“I know.” That’s all that Tanner says, smiling beatifically as he turns and stares down the corpse’s shuttered rot-black eyes. I think they’re glued shut? Isn’t that what they do during embalming? “At least being the key word.”

Poor Tanner. Oh, Tanner. My heart breaks for him as he holds a cavalier smile on his face.

Lo notices and turns away, like he can’t handle seeing his aggressor reveal his humanity.

“Well then.” Brooks nods, like that’s that.

We double check to make sure the foreboding spell is still working, have Ebon search for drones, and then Brooks dumps the last of the disinterest spell powder on the zombie’s comb-over.

Please, please, please don’t let anyone see us with a zombie.

Can you imagine what the Internet would do with this one?
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Kate

There’s a cold chill creeping through these woods.

Something that doesn’t belong here.

Something reaching.

I’m naked from the waist up but for the bone necklace. Cased in leather from the waist down, dressed in the pants that Brooks first tailored for me in the cottage and the too-big boots I was given.

Tanner walks in front, his bow on his broad, naked back. We seem to be immune to our own fear spell, but there’s a coldness and a stillness to the forest that feels unnatural. Fog drifts in wet clumps, smelling like salt and earth.

The closer we get to the Witch’s Tree, the more creatures we come across.

Large stags with racks of antlers that drip in jewels, that sport thick wax candles with flames dancing on their wicks. Beautiful girls with no eyes. Forest spirits, clinging to the trees with their leaf-like bodies and twig-like limbs.

“Oh, no. It’s ripping. It’s tearing. She’s eviscerating the vale!” they cry.

Everything is as insubstantial as the fog, visitors that haven’t yet arrived.

I look back to see the corpse, dragged through the leaves by shadow hands gripping its shoulders, wrapping its waist, tugging on its hair. Eight insubstantial hands supporting a corpse. I play with mine, snagging the body’s ankles and trying to make it look like it’s a shuffling zombie.

The effect is ghastly. I turn away and vow not to do that again.

Marlowe walks behind the corpse, holding his bow in his hands and watching the trees. I didn’t know until today that Tanner was the one who taught him to shoot. I should’ve guessed. I suppose it just seemed impossible, the idea of them working together at anything.

Nice to know that there’s hope in that department.

Brooks is in the back, so I let myself fall behind to walk beside him. We have our metal masks hanging from their chains, but it’s okay to talk here. The masks are … just in case.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Brooks tells me, looking over and trying to keep his attention away from breasts. He did a better job in the beginning, when we first met. It’s an effort for him now, to only look at my face. “This probably won’t work, but it’s worth the time to try.”

“I understand,” I tell him, my voice as soft and reverent as the trees around us.

Brooks is doing the spell the way he’s doing it because of me. Because he’s trying to be accommodating of my wants. If he had his way, he’d have sent a live person through the gate. Instead, we’re using a zombie.

We hit the clearing and then stop walking.

There it is, the sigil of fear on the ground beside the base of the tree. It pulses in the heavy dark, the only lightsource. Brooks strikes two stones together, illuminating the space for us.

“Let’s send him through,” he says, voice clear and strong and sure. It’s comforting. He sounds like he knows what he’s doing.

We step around the tree, using our shadows to lift the zombie’s hand, to place it inside the hole.

The Witch’s Tree groans and then swallows, but the zombie doesn’t do much more than stumble forward. We’re still the ones holding him up.

“Push him in,” Brooks commands, and then we’re doing just that.

Four sets of shadows shove and push, long dark limbs and reaching claws. We stuff the zombie into the tree, and it eats him up. Tanner’s dad disappears through the hole in the trunk, our shadow limbs extended after him.

I’m standing in the human world, but my shadow is touching the Witchwoods.

I can feel that place like a noose of branches around my neck, squeezing, small sticks cutting and making me bleed. Holding me in place. Trapping me.

Brooks snaps his fingers and sets a fire in the south, directly in front of the Witch’s Tree. I can see his shadow bent backwards and stuck through the hole in the trunk. It’s all tangled up with my shadow, with Tanner’s, with Marlowe’s.

The four of us squat down around the tree in our respective directions.

“Start with the northern sigil,” Brooks murmurs, and all four of us drop our fingers to the dirt. We’ll each be drawing the same sigil, over and over and over again, until the corpse we’ve just thrown through the gate does the same.

It doesn’t have great motor skills, but if all four of us put in the effort to move its finger, we can do it.

I start at the bottom, drawing a diagonal line to the top of my imaginary canvas in the dirt. Then again, beginning from the same spot but traveling in the opposite direction. I connect the two lines, and complete the upside-down triangle.

One more horizontal slash through the tip and it’s done.

I can feel the corpse in my shadow hands, swaying, struggling.

“Again,” Brooks says, and we all wipe the dirt in front of us clean. The glowing shapes disappear, and the taste of earth is strong in my mouth. North. Earth. Some immutable thing in my blood that’s always been there, but never manifested.

That’s all the Witchwoods does is bring something we already have inside of us to the surface.

We draw the sigil together on our knees, four witches in big hats and leather pants, bent over the dirt and breathing in the smoke from the small fire.

“Again.”

We scrub the soil, start anew. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can feel the shape that we’re drawing, can sense when it isn’t right. I let go of all that the way I do with the dancing, focusing on mimicking Brooks and forgetting about everything else.

“Again.”

Erase. Draw. Wait.

“Again. Again. Again.”

We draw the sigil for north fourteen times before it sticks on the other side, a glowing sigil that fills with ferns and cements itself into the ground on the north side of the tree. Only, it’s the north side in the Witchwoods and not here.

“Move the zombie,” Brooks says, and I’m pleased that he’s calling it a zombie now, too.

We walk the corpse to the south and start all over again.

This sigil is a plain ol’ triangle, but it glows with fire as we draw it. Erase it. Draw it again.

Our breath is coming in heavy pants, concentration furrowing all four of our brows. Sweat drips from my lower lip to the forest floor. Marlowe shifts and lets out a low groan as the pressure of casting such a huge spell weighs on us.

It’s like exercising in a way. There’s some time during the warm up where it feels fine, easy. Then the routine keeps going, and you sweat, you stumble, you wonder if you can continue to stand up. That’s what this is, only with magic.

Our fingers run through the dirt in unison, sharp and precise and timed so perfectly that it feels like we’re dancing all over again. Line. Line. Line. Erase. Restart. Over and over and over.

Brooks is murmuring words under his breath, and we’re all doing the same, whispering and whispering and whispering. He wrote the words down for us beforehand, but they don’t sound anything like they’re supposed to. We’re speaking too fast, too softly.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West. We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Just these same lines on repeat.

I hear the beat of heavy wings, and then the thump of something big landing beside us. I don’t look. With my braid hanging over my shoulder and pooling in the dirt, I draw. I cast. I keep my focus on the men and our tenuous connection to the zombie on the other side of the tree.

The Hag Wytch is right there beside us in the dark, insubstantial but impressive. Watching. Her big blue eyes with the too-human lashes blink. Her human mouth remains flat and expressionless, but her beak opens in a shriek that makes my ears bleed.

Don’t look at her, Kate. Don’t look at her. Don’t give her the satisfaction.

We manage the rest of the sigils, even with the Hag watching over us.

The zombie stands from the final shape, leaving four glowing marks in the earth around the tree. One for North, filled in with plants and glowing green. One for South, written up in fire and burning red. One for East, marked by angry clouds and small flashes of lightning. That one glows silver while the final sigil, the one for West, is a bright blue. Marlowe’s water magic flows through the shape.

Our shadow-controlled corpse collapses to the ground, and the four of us stand up to dance.

We add debris to the bonfire and move in circles through the darkness, conjuring power through hand movements and complicated footwork. With our shadows returned to us, we cast strange, long shapes up the trunks of the trees. The fire throws luminous orange light into the woods as we spin and spin and spin.

At the peak of the dance, Brooks draws the athame. We scar our wrists and make ourselves bleed on the roots of the tree.

We shed our clothes and writhe together, naked in the blood.

I’m on my back with Tanner above me first, his hand hot and possessive on the curve of my hip. His breath stirs my hair as he mounts me like an animal in rut. That gold and black hair is magnificent in the firelight, reflecting the flames from one side and absorbing shadows with the other.

Something shifts in the dirt to my right, reminding me that we’re not alone.

“Don’t look at her, baby,” Tanner murmurs when I startle at the sight of the Hag, peering down at us. I close my eyes and hold onto him instead, using his warmth to blot out her presence.

Normally, I like doing these rituals. I love doing these rituals. Tonight is a bit different.

You’re getting locked up, Wytch, I think as I squeeze Tanner between my thighs, a satisfied sigh escaping me when he comes hard, hips shoving my bare ass into the bloody dirt.

Marlowe is next, coming in with a tender touch. There’s a gentleness to him that wasn’t there before. I can feel his growing affection in the shape of his hand on my face, in the way he kisses me softly before he enters me.

Nothing at all like the first night we met.

He eases into me, and if we were in front of the fire at home instead of here, it’s possible that he’d be giving Brooks a run for his money. Maybe. Then again, he’s still bitchy gargoyle Marlowe.

“Stupid ass fucking owl,” he growls against my ear, and I crack my lids to see that his eyes are shut tight, trying his best to ignore the bloodthirsty god on his left. He opens his right eye to find me looking up at him, and crafts this cocky smile that I don’t buy.

He’s unsettled.

I encourage Lo to let go, kissing him back so he doesn’t have the space to worry. She isn’t here. She doesn’t matter. She isn’t real. His eye closes again, and he gathers me against him, spilling himself into me after a few quick thrusts.

“Such a good boy,” I tell him, ruffling his hair, and the look he gives me is a mixed bag of tricks.

“Am I? If we weren’t being watched, I’d have spit in your mouth already.” I kick him as he draws away, but Brooks is having none of it.

He snatches my ankle in his hand and drops to his knees between my legs, dirt puffing out around him. Our eyes lock as he opens me wide, settling himself between my legs and then fisting my hair.

“Let’s finish this, Kate. Let’s end it and start something new.” Brooks drives into me balls-deep on the first thrust, covering my body and marking that space with our magic. He pumps into my snug channel, the mixed cum of our coven dripping down my ass to mingle with the blood and damp soil underneath us.

He’s precise in the way he fits us together, rubbing my clit with each thrust and taking me all the way to a climax before he empties his sack into my pulsing heat. As he comes, Brooks slams his hand into the base of the tree above my head, leaving a bloody handprint—and ending the spell.

It’s over.

It’s all over.
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Afterwards, we lay in a line of four, breathing hard and sweating and covered in blood and dirt and seed.

There’s a glowing vulture huddled on a tree branch above us.

There’s still an uncomfortable breeze.

“It didn’t work, did it?” I ask, the first person to speak up and state the obvious.

“We could test someone, shove their hand into the tree.” That’s Marlowe. But he knows that we don’t need to test anything.

The gate is still open.

If it weren’t, then the Hag Wytch wouldn’t be standing at the edge of the clearing, watching us.

Brooks sits up and stares back at her, lips pressed into a tight frown as the forest spirits cry.

“Death and life are uncanny reflections!” they sing, like they’re pleading with us. It always, always, always sounds like they’re trying to get us to understand something. Or maybe that they want something from us? I’m not sure.

“Why is there so much blood?” the Hag moans in a woman’s voice, and then she spreads her wings and takes off. Those powerful flaps don’t stir a single leaf, and they pass right through the foliage as she disappears into the damp, foggy dark above our heads.

“Didn’t look like she was running to me,” Tanner remarks, climbing to his feet and then helping me up as he watches her ascend. His hat has raised its hackles, all that gray wolf fur sticking straight up. “She left because she saw what she needed to see—us fucking up. That’s not good.”

“No.” Brooks sounds exhausted. The slit in the pupil of his hat’s largest eye is a weird slit. The others are closed, the entire hat sitting cock-eyed. “It certainly isn’t.” He sighs and drags his fingers through his red and black hair, knocking the hat into his lap. “Come on boys, let’s get Kate home.”

Marlowe collects my pants and boots, handing them over without making eye contact with me, and Tanner puts out the fire. I dress myself while the men do the same, and then let out a surprised sound when Brooks swings my half-naked body into his arms.

We walked over here. Didn’t bother with the truck. I really wish we’d taken the truck now. Between the foreboding spell on our house, and the fear spell on the woods, there’s nobody around, but I’m fucking done with this day. I can hardly keep my eyes open.

“You can put me down,” I whisper to a panting Brooks. He’s tired. I’m tired. We’re all tired. That was not an easy spell to cast—and it didn’t work.

It didn’t fucking work.

The gate is still open.

“I can, but I don’t want to.” Brooks’ reply is so smooth and easy that I don’t even protest. Wow. Okay.

“Just this once then.” I relax and let him do what he wants, trying not to let the panic settle in.

“The fear spell is holding?” I ask, and Brooks nods, expression faraway but resolute. He knows he messed up, and he’s already trying to fix it. Yeah, I one-hundred-percent do not ever want to be the leader of this coven.

When we first came through the tree, I thought that Brooks was apathetic, that learning to live in a brand-new world was easy for him because he didn’t care. None of that is true. Brooks isn’t calm because he’s blase about things, he’s calm because he’s strong.

It’s a very attractive quality.

“Can I walk now?” I ask again, and he sighs, setting me down so that my dirty boots hit the pavement. Ebon caws above us, circling the street and keeping her eyes out for trouble. I wonder if Tanner can see through her or something? Or maybe I’m just making things up again.

Marlowe and Tanner are even quieter than Brooks. The latter looks over at me, pausing to snatch a jacket off the end of a tree branch. It’s the Olympics one he stole from the secondhand shop. I don’t remember him bringing it with us. Tanner either took great care to hide it from me or I wasn’t paying enough attention.

Too worried about the spell—and for good reason.

He offers the jacket to me and I reach for it, frowning as he lifts it briefly out of my reach.

“I’m not sure if I should give you this. I bet you’d like me better if I bound your arms with this jacket and fucked you hard in the middle of the street.” Tanner jiggles the jacket enticingly, and I narrow my eyes to slits. “You prefer assholes over gentlemen. I know that.”

“Why? Because you are one, and I love you?” I reply, and his face softens. He tosses the jacket to me and watches as I slip it on, zipping it up to cover my naked breasts.

My eyes catch on Marlowe’s, and there’s this longing in him that reminds me of the feeling inside my own chest. Like I want Tanner to love me back, Lo wants me to love him back.

I … shit. I really need to talk to him. Brooks and I did better than talk the other night, but we could use another conversation as well. Hell, maybe we should make it a group thing, and I can just confess that I’m as big a stalker as they are and be done with it.

This is like an arranged marriage where it just so happens that the parties involved are into each other. I’m into them. All three of them. It’s bad. I’ve got it bad.

“What do you guys think?” I begin, hoping to prompt them into conversation. All of this quiet is terrifying to me. It’s better when they’re picking on each other or … even if they’re picking on me. That’s fine. Being silent and worried is not. We walk in dejected silence, the weight of our failure as heavy as the pall of night. “What are the next steps for this spell?”

“If someone needs to die to keep us safe, I’ll let them die. I’ll even kill them.” Tanner turns to our leader, ignoring Marlowe’s scoff and the way he murmurs obviously under his breath. “Brooks.”

“Yes?” All of the eyes on Brooks’ hat are closed tight, and the left corner of his lip is curled up in frustration. Not with Tanner though. The only person he’s angry with is himself. But my God, can the man cut himself some slack? Creating a spell to close an interdimensional portal between two worlds from scratch isn’t the easiest task in the world.

I adjust the jacket that Tanner gave me. Considerate for a cocky jerk. My lips twitch. Damn, it’s cold out tonight.

“That being said, I don’t think we’re going to be able to retry this spell with a living proxy. Not strong enough. You felt it right? I mean, you felt nothing. We didn’t even nudge that gate closed. It went nowhere.” Tanner sighs as Marlowe groans.

Our West takes his hat off and runs his hand over his dark hair. Autumn leaves drift from the cone, bright red ones that look like they could be from a maple tree.

“What are you trying to say? You want us to go back there? Again?” Marlowe is incredulous, and I don’t blame him. We barely survived the last trip. I don’t fancy testing our luck a third time.

“Want and need are two different things. You know that perfectly well.” It’s not Tanner that answers him: it’s Brooks. Marlowe twists his hat in his hands, making bone charms and tiny glass jars clink together.

“I just want this to be over so that I never have to think about the Witchwoods ever again. Talk about an enduring curse. It’s fucking relentless.” Marlowe stalks across the front lawn, half-naked and dirty, tossing his hat back on his head where it then blooms with brightly-colored apples. It’s a bit top-heavy now, dragging down over one eye with an apple spinning on the end of a delicate branch.

Marlowe pauses at the bottom of the steps and then goes stiff all over, like he missed something that he should’ve noticed before.

Something terrible. Like a gore-bear. Like the Hag Wytch.

Or an old flame.
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“Your ex-boyfriend is here,” Marlowe announces, and I remember him pulling a knife on Nathan before. Not even a spell. A knife. Like he wanted to stab my childhood friend or something.

I get between them quickly, pounding up the porch steps and pausing in front of Nathan. He’s perched in a chair beside my front door, elbow on the armrest, head in his hand.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask, wondering if the foreboding spell is down or something. But no, there’s a mark above the front door, a glowing sigil that enhances the beauty of the stained-glass behind it. I look at Nathan again. “Seriously. It’s five o’clock in the morning.”

“You’re bloody, and wearing a necklace made out of bones,” Nathan whispers, lifting his head slowly from his hand. His pale blue eyes are wide, the flames of my porch lights glinting orange against his irises. We have natural gas lamps on the porch, ones that’ve been around since the house was first built. “Kate, what the fuck happened to you?”

“We could take him to the beach, feed him to the ocean,” Marlowe suggests, coming up the steps to stand beside me. He looks meaner than he is. Maybe. I remember how terrifying it was to encounter him in the woods. “I’ll use my magic to make sure the tide takes him. There won’t be a body around to find.”

“God,” Nathan murmurs, voice trembling with fear. He’s genuinely scared, and I’m worried that he might have a right to be.

I reach out and take his hands, and Tanner makes this sound under his breath that says he isn’t happy with me touching Nathan. Just for a second. I just need him to focus and answer this question honestly.

“Did you post our sex tape?” I ask him, and his eyes go wide, darting from Marlowe to Tanner, flicking to Brooks when he joins us. He doesn’t stop beside me like the other two men; he walks around them and gets very close to Nathan.

There’s a charm in his hand, and it looks like a blackberry that’s been dipped in sugar.

“Eat this.” Brooks gestures with his outstretched hand. “Go on. Don’t make me shove it down your throat.”

Nathan snatches the berry up, gaze shifting toward the yard. He looks like he’s considering throwing the berry and making a run for it. In the end, he must decide that complying with Brooks’ orders is the quickest way out of this.

Nathan’s lips begin to glow as soon as he’s swallowed the berry, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

“My dick isn’t working. After I ran into you guys in the parking lot, it just … stopped. I don’t know what you did, if you poisoned my food or something, but there’s nothing I can do to get hard. If you’ll just fix it for me, I’ll never bother Katelynn again. I promise. I don’t love her. I never did.”

The words come pouring out of Nathan in a wave, and he seems shocked at his own sudden confession. He blinks rapidly and reaches up to adjust his glasses, sliding his attention to me.

“I’m so sorry, Kate. I don’t know why I said that out loud. I’m afraid of these men, but I don’t know if I want to live if I don’t have a cock. That’s why I’m here.” Nathan frowns again, putting his hand up and covering his mouth with it.

“Truth spell,” Brooks says, shrugging. “But it doesn’t make him carry on like that. The verbal diarrhea is a Nathan problem.” Brooks turns away and unlocks the door, disappearing inside. “He has five minutes to leave this property. If he does, then we don’t have a problem.”

“So, you didn’t upload the sex tapes?” I clarify, relieved by that. Maybe Nathan never loved me, but he didn’t betray me like that either. Could’ve been Nathan’s girlfriend. Or the barista. Or literally anyone else in that cafe.

“No, not at all. I didn’t even watch them. All I care about right now is fixing my dick. Please, just tell me what you did, so that I can undo it.” He stands up, but then his attention slides to Marlowe. “I won’t hurt her. I don’t even want her.”

“Say that last part again, and I will fucking kill you.” Marlowe sighs and slumps onto the half-wall that makes up the porch railing. He crosses his arms and waits, looking annoyed. Tanner has taken up a position next to the open front door, back to the wall, one boot kicked up to rest on it.

He’s tossing Flick’s ball into the yard, but he’s very much paying attention to Nathan.

“My dick, please,” Nathan grinds out, but Tanner answers for me.

“Your dick will work again, so don’t stress out. The spell we cast only lasts a year.”

“A year?!” Nathan chokes out, eyes wide. He looks between me and Tanner, like he thinks we’re making a joke here. “Did you put chemicals in my drink? My girlfriend will leave me if I don’t fix this. I didn’t do anything but try to help you, Kate. I was standing up for you in the parking lot.” He looks at Tanner then, and the size difference between them is disturbing.

“Please don’t hurt him,” I say, and Marlowe scoffs, like my request is pissing him off. Tanner sighs.

“He’s small and soft, and beating him up wouldn’t bring me pleasure anyway.” Tanner looks back at Nathan. “One year. Non-negotiable. Like I said, you’re an easy target which is boring as hell, but I will kick your ass if you don’t leave. It’s been four and a half minutes.”

“The witch stuff, it’s complete nonsense, isn’t it?” Nathan can’t seem to resist asking that. I don’t know if it’s the truth spell or what, but it slips out. He’s staring at our hats, at our clothes, probably wondering about the viral videos.

“Alright, I’m done. This is taking too long.” Marlowe grabs Nathan by the collar of his shirt, dragging him to the edge of the porch steps. My ex has chosen a blue button-up to wear under his sweatshirt this morning. He was never fashionable.

Lo literally puts a boot to Nathan’s ass and kicks him down the stairs and into the grass.

Nathan lands in a sprawl, struggling up to his hands and knees. He glances over his shoulder like he’s about to have a fit, but he takes off without another word.

That’s an act of self preservation if I’ve ever seen one.

“He’s mouthy for such a spineless little creep,” Tanner remarks, watching as Nathan stalks off down the street, hands stuffed into the pockets of his Harvard hoodie.

“He’s not a creep. Just … unremarkable.” I stop talking at a look from Marlowe.

“He’s not a creep? Stop defending him, Kate. He doesn’t deserve it.” Lo chucks my chin as he passes by, slipping inside the house.

I follow him, grateful that we aren’t cleaning Nathan’s blood up off the front porch. I take my hat and toss it onto a hook on the hall tree. It’s an antique wooden thing with a sturdy base. If it weren’t an impressive antique, it’d probably topple right over. These hats are heavy—especially with the extra plant growth and the teeth.

I take a seat at the table. Tanner and Marlowe join me while Brooks makes tea for everyone. He uses this beautiful old clay teapot and some loose leaf tea that he brought with him from the woods.

I walked into him standing in the kitchen the other day, popping the cork off the jar and lifting it to his nose. Brooks closed his eyes as he inhaled, letting the sunshine fall across his face. And then he smiled. He smiled in a way that tells me he’s enjoying life in a way he hasn’t allowed himself to do for a long time.

“Coming back here after so many years, this world might’ve just been a different sort of hell. The deciding factor, the difference between misery and happiness, was you.”

That’s what Brooks told me. That I gave him a home. It feels like home right now, the four of us and hot tea with honey, funky earthenware mugs from the farmer’s market.

I exhale, and all of the tension flees my body.

“We’re not going to talk about the spell,” Brooks tells us, putting the teapot on one of my grandmother’s pot warmers to protect the table. He takes a seat in his chair. We each have one that matches our cardinal direction. I’m always across from Brooks with Tanner on my left and Marlowe on my right. It feels good to sit like that. “We can’t do anything until we rest, so let’s do that.”

I’m a little suspicious, like maybe Brooks is being too nice. I’m about to protest when he picks up the teapot and pours me a generous cup. It smells so good when I bring the cup to my nose, inhaling the steam.

It’s herbal, but sweet. Similar to chamomile maybe? I blow on it, and then take a sip while it’s still nice and hot. The temperature is perfect.

“You’re welcome,” Marlowe murmurs, and I laugh which, in turn, makes him smile. This is a huge change. We’re getting along so well now. I can barely even believe it.

“Thank you for fixing the temperature of my tea, and thank you to Brooks for making it.” I don’t look at Tanner, but I can feel him staring at me.

“Do you know what you’re going to thank me for later?” he asks, but I still don’t look at him, staring across the table at Brooks instead. It’s Tanner that I’m most focused on right now, but I don’t want him to know that. “An orgasm.”

“Just one?” I retort, and he runs his tongue across his teeth. It’s a very deliberate, very pretty picture. My body breaks out in goose bumps.

“Want to play a game? I make you come as many times as I want. Even if you beg me to stop, I keep going. No safe words.”

I roll my eyes, but Tanner is serious, putting his hand on the table and leaning in.

Marlowe … he can’t take his eyes off the pair of us. It pains him to see me enjoying Tanner’s company. And I don’t blame him for feeling that way. Not at all.

“Did you see how focused Nathan was on his dick? Sex is an all-over experience. He didn’t fuck you properly even once, Katelynn Poppy. I’m going to fix that.” Tanner slides his hand over to his mug and picks it up, taking a long drink while he watches me.

I look over at Marlowe, and our eyes meet.

“You’re jealous, aren’t you?” I just ask him directly. I’ve already tried the avoidance route with these guys, and it didn’t work very well for me. They’re not indirect people, none of them.

“Remember that I hate Tanner. Makes this harder for me. Brooks is somehow easier to deal with, prick that he is.” Marlowe snorts and glances away, sliding a hand down his face again. “But I’m your aggressor, I get it. If this is a penance I can pay, then I’ll do it.”

“It’s not a penance, it’s a gift,” I tell him, finishing off my tea. Not only was it delicious, but it’s making me feel light and soft and cozy. I want to go upstairs and slip into our massive bed with three witch men, one cat, a crow, and a mutt. This is nice. This is really nice. “Can you guys try to give each other a chance, too? Just like you’ve done with me. I’m not asking you to have gay orgies—unless you want to—but could you be friends? We’re a coven.”

Now I’m the one saying it.

How times have changed.

“I’ll try my best, but I’m not making any promises.” Marlowe takes a sip of his tea and then closes his eyes, an all-over shudder coursing through his body. He slipped on a hoodie when he walked in, leaving the bone necklace behind along with his hat.

In the witch gear, the men seem timeless. Ageless. Like this? Wearing my oversized Eureka High School hoodie from four years ago, Marlowe looks painfully human and so fucking young.

“What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Tanner asks, like he can sense we need a change of subject.

“Well, we have to go to work, don’t we?” Brooks asks, like he’s somehow looking forward to it. “I need some time to think.”

Tanner signs something to him, and Brooks signs back. Marlowe takes another sip of his tea, watching me from the corner of his eye.

The urge to crawl into his lap and cuddle him hits me so hard.

Wait.

Cuddle Marlowe? I want to cuddle fucking Marlowe? He’s like a prickly pear cactus. His gorgeous tattooed skin is covered in sharp needles, and he scowls more often than he smiles. Doesn’t matter. I can’t stop flicking my eyes over to see if he’s still staring at me.

He is.

You’ve only known the guy for three weeks. True.

But you’re part of a coven. Also true.

Don’t rush this relationship, Kate. Take it slow. Good advice.

It’s not like they’re going anywhere; they’re here to stay. Hell, they wouldn’t leave if I begged them to. I can’t decide if this is pro or con for the cuddling

I bite my lip, and I’m not a lip biter.

“What is going on over there?” Marlowe asks, leaning in toward me.

I spring on him in a way that I didn’t intend. It just sort of happens. One minute, I’m trapped in my thoughts, and then next, I’m pushing his chair away from the table. One hand on the back of it, one palm gripping the edge of the table.

“What the fuck are you—” he starts, but he doesn’t get to finish the sentence.

I climb into his lap and put my arms around him. As expected, Marlowe goes completely stiff, like he has no idea how to react to any of this. I’m breathing hard. I’m nervous as hell. I’m starting to wonder if this was a really, really bad idea.

And then, unexpectedly, his arms come around me. He exhales and his breath tickles my hair. Marlowe gathers me up and presses my soft body to his hard one, holding me like he’s more than just a member of a coven he never wanted to participate in.

He holds me like a friend.

He holds me like … I don’t let myself finish the thought.

Brooks and Tanner have stopped signing to one another and are now staring at us.

“Well, damn.” Tanner exhales, but I can’t see what he’s doing because my head is smooshed into Marlowe’s hoodie. His heartbeat is loud, and he smells amazing. Dirt from the woods. Herbs because of the tea. Underneath it all, sex. Me and him. Us. Our scent.

“Don’t,” Marlowe growls—again, literally. I doubt he ever did that before his trip to the Witchwoods. “Just let me enjoy this.”

His mouth is near my hair, and he kisses me in a way he hasn’t kissed me yet. Very soft. Affectionate. Oh.

We just sit there together with the smell of tea, and the sound of Flick’s nails on the floor as he retrieves whatever toy that Tanner is tossing for him. Ebon caws softly from the top of the fridge. Stix knocks the lid off the butter dish and starts to lick what’s left of the yellow bar. Nobody stops her. Nobody cares. We’ll throw the butter out and start fresh tomorrow.

Marlowe’s arms are strong and tight around me, and his breathing is rapid at first but slowing with each breath. Relaxing. He’s relaxing for me.

I’m relaxing for him, too, apparently.

I blink, and then suddenly I’m in the bed and he’s crawling in beside me. We’re both naked, and I can hardly believe that I slept through him carrying me upstairs and stripping my clothes off.

“It’s okay, Kate,” Marlowe whispers against the side of my head, his arm sliding around me so that he can tuck me close and spoon me from behind. “I’ve got you.”

The spell failed, but I fall asleep with a smile on my face anyway.
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Kate

I wake with a delicious stretch, arms extending toward the headboard, pressing my palms into it. Someone has opened the curtains and even the windows, letting in a trickle of summer birdsong and beautiful golden bars of sunshine.

“I’m gonna fucking kill Brooks,” Marlowe grumbles, naked and standing beside the bed. He shoves the window closed and flicks the curtains back to block out the light. “We aren’t in the woods anymore. We don’t have to get up with the goddamn sun.”

“Good morning, grumpy,” I tell his ass. It’s right there in my face, taut and sexy and perfect. I never thought I’d get a guy with an ass like this. A body like this. A personality like—

“I’ll choke him with one of the muffins he’s baking.” Marlowe glances back at me, like he didn’t expect me to be awake. He thought he was talking to himself. His mouth quirks when he sees me. His dick, too. Quirks. It quirks at me.

“Stop quirking your dick in my face,” I say, but I don’t really mean it.

“My magically enhanced ultra-hung dick is bothering you?” he retorts playfully, climbing onto the bed with me. Marlowe locks his hands with mine, pressing them into the mattress. His right leg is between mine, his knee nudging the hot ache between my legs. “What was that last night, Kate? Tell me.”

He stares down at me with dark eyes, searching my face for the truth that my lips are struggling to say.

I want to tell him, but I’m afraid to.

“The cuddling?” I ask, and he nods. He’s not smiling. He’s not teasing me. He’s curbed his curmudgeonly behavior for the time being. “You said what you said in the turret, so I …”

“She knows that I’m in love with her.”

He said that, but I didn’t know. Not for sure. I was starting to suspect, but I didn’t realize he was the fall-first type. Maybe I should’ve? One girlfriend his whole life, just one. He’s that sort of guy, the opposite of Tanner. Brooks seems to be some sort of healthy in-between.

Marlowe releases me and sits up, effectively straddling my left leg. His balls are touching my skin, and the sensation makes me want to writhe, to see if I can get him to fuck me. Probably not until I tell him the truth, huh? “You probably think I’m fucking nuts.”

He rakes his hand through his hair as I push up onto my elbows, staring at him. Waiting. Hoping. If he says he loves me again, it’ll be so much easier to start this conversation. If not … it’s fine. I’ve got this. I can do it. It’s not just Tanner that I’m in love with, but this is hard for me because you’re also my monster.

You’re my lover and my monster, Lo. I should say that.

“Marlowe, I’m falling in love with—” I start, and then pause when I hear a strong knock at the front door.

His obsidian eyes are wide, fixed on me, lips slightly parted.

This is not how I wanted our moment to go.

“In love with … Tanner?” he asks, but then something catches his attention.

Voices. From downstairs.

All of the color drains from Marlowe’s face, and he shoves up off the bed, nearly ripping our bedroom door from its hinges.

Whatever he sees downstairs freaks him out, and he stumbles back, slamming the door and turning to put his back against it. Both of his tattooed hands lift up to cover his mouth.

“What is it?” I ask, scrambling out of bed. I’m just assuming the worst. Nathan again? The Hag Wytch is back? No, I bet it’s worse. “Influencers!” I yell, but then I notice the vulnerability in Marlowe’s face. He went into the Witchwoods with a softness that didn’t survive. He isn’t vulnerable anymore. He’s a jerk with trust issues, and I get it. So, to see this look on his face?

I can’t breathe.

Marlowe drops his hands.

“My parents are here.”

I’m not expecting that. Of everything that might’ve happened, I didn’t see that one coming.

“Your parents,” I repeat. That means either the foreboding spell is fading or else they were just really, really determined to come here. I can’t imagine that they wouldn’t be. Marlowe is all over the internet. They had to have seen him by now. Miriam probably spilled the beans, too. I’m only surprised that it took them this long to show up. “What can I do to make this better for you?”

“Huh?” He looks so fucking confused, like nobody’s ever been nice to him in his entire life. I don’t think that’s true at all, but somehow it’s equally cute and a little bit sad. Tanner and Brooks damaged him. Mostly, Miriam and Dennis damaged him. All I have to do is be nice, and he has no defenses against it. Marlowe Waverley can make nasty quips from sunup to sundown, deflect me with his prickly personality, but he breaks under kindness.

Imagine that.

I move over to the dresser. Someone—Brooks, I think—has organized all of the clothes, so that the men each have their own drawer. I open Marlowe’s and take out the clothes he picked from the thrift store.

I turn and try to hand them over, but he’s just standing there, staring at me.

“Do you want me to ask them to leave?” I keep the clothes held out in front of me. “If you’re not ready—”

“I will never be ready for this.” He accepts the clothing and closes his eyes. While he isn’t looking, I step forward and press a kiss to his shoulder. It’s as high as I can reach without rubbing our naked bodies together, and that’s probably not a great idea right now. His eyes open on me, taking my face in like it’s his first time seeing it. “I feel things for you that I’ve never felt before, Kate. You make me feel … fucking weird.”

“Oh?” I stay where I am, one hand on his massive arm, the other clenched into a fist at my side. Waiting. Anxious. Wanting.

“I don’t know how to explain it. I want to fuck you. Constantly.” His teeth clench, but he doesn’t look away, like this is all shit he needs to process and he knows it. “It’s never enough. The fucking. I thought maybe if we fucked harder, more often. But no. It’s something else. I’m glad you crawled into my lap last night.” He cups the side of my face and sighs, like he knows we’re stalling a bit here. “I want to hold you. I want to protect you. I want … to mow your fucking lawn.”

Marlowe drops his hand and carefully moves around me, laying out the clothes on the bed. It’ll be a shame to watch his inked muscles disappear beneath fabric.

I should get dressed, too, but I can’t breathe.

I want to mow your fucking lawn.

Shit, shit, shit.

“All of those stupid words just for me to say what you already did so plainly for Tanner. I’m not falling in love with you, Kate.” Marlowe pauses to look over at me, and the tension in that room is like the final tick of the clock hand between night and day. Two entirely different states separated by a single second. “I’ve already fallen. Hard. Yeah, I’m actively in love with you. Right now. Currently.”

Fuuuuuuck. There it is again. He did say it. He does mean it.

I can see it in his eyes that he’s sure about this, as sure as I am that I fell for Tanner the very second I met him. Oh, Marlowe. No words will come.

Lo pauses to trade out the pants I chose for him. He picks a pair of sweatpants—my sweatpants, the pink ones with the paint spatters—over the jeans that are supposed to be his. I smile at that. Can’t talk, but I can still smile. Tremble. I can tremble.

Marlowe pauses next to me, breathing hard, eyes wide. His dark hair is in a tizzy, and his expression is so raw and anguished that I could scream. “I don’t think I would, if it was you.”

Those are his words from Fern Canyon, the ones he said when I warned him against meaningless platitudes. Don’t apologize if you’d make the same choice all over again.

I believe that he wouldn’t.

He’d let me go.

“Coven and romance, two birds, one stone.” My voice cracks, and Marlowe’s expression snaps in half. He bares his teeth in a grimace, but it’s all pain and no anger. Not only did he trap me in the Witchwoods, he was rude. He was mean. He knows that.

“I know how you feel about me, Kate, because I feel the same about Tanner. It’s okay for me to love you and for you not to love me back. I can wait.” He ruffles up his hair and then drags a t-shirt over his head, black ink eyes emerging from the neck before the rest of his face does.

I’m in love with my own monster. The words are there, but they stick to my tongue like hard candy. Sweet, but I can’t chew. Sweet, but I can’t swallow. I’m into Marlowe, but I haven’t forgiven him.

I have a million questions for him. Why did you put your fingers in me when you could’ve hauled me back to the cabin like Tanner said he’d do? Why not hit me? Would that have been easier or harder on the pair of us? I’m glad that you let that young girl go, but why wasn’t I worthy of your compassion? Why were you so mean to me?

Marlowe exhales, tugging on the hem of that too-small t-shirt as he watches the kaleidoscope of emotions play over my face.

“Watching you chase your friends into the woods? Shit. You’re goddamn selfless, Kate. If we weren’t already married under binding magical vows, I’d put a ring on it.” He leans down to look at me, expression tender but serious. “You’re selfless, and I’m selfish as fuck for you. I’d rather die than live a single second without you.”

Miriam and Dennis abandoned Marlowe in the woods. I would never. I could never. I can barely process the idea of abandoning Viv the K9 handler and Detective Gilley. But this man? A man that I’ve laughed with, that I’ve fucked, that I’ve welcomed into my home? No. Never.

He’s telling me that he feels the same. We both hate to be left, and we both hate to leave people.

Lo lifts his head at the sound of Flick barking, and I see it. A flash of real, true fear. A flash of desperation. This is what Marlowe was willing to trade the life of a strange woman in the woods for.

His family.

He wanted his family back more than he wanted an empty sense of righteousness.

Lo opens the door and takes off, leaving me alone to get dressed … sort of.

Pretty sure Tanner is in the hallway just outside the bedroom door.

I realize that I better hurry the hell up and get clothes on so I can meet my in-laws. That, and reintroduce them to their son who’s been missing for two decades.
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I’m only a few seconds behind, unkempt and unnerved. I should’ve taken the few extra minutes to run down the hall to grab deodorant. Brush my hair. Brush my teeth. I wonder if there’s a spell for those things? I bet there is.

I hit the bottom of the stairs just after Marlowe but right before Tanner. Brooks doesn’t seem to have left the kitchen, food on one half of the table and several grimoires stacked on the other.

The Waverleys wait patiently in the foyer.

They’re younger than I thought. In my head, they were old with white hair and wrinkles, maybe dressed in khaki and shiny dress shoes. I don’t know why I thought that. They can’t be older than late-fifties? I feel like I remember reading that they had Marlowe in high school together.

Marlowe’s mother is beautiful, her dark hair swept over one shoulder. It’s glossy and shiny, like she took the time for a proper blow-out before coming over. His father is angry—that much I can see from the pinch between his brows—but he tries to affect a casual stance with one hand tucked in his pocket, the other tapping at the leg of his slacks.

Everything changes when they turn and spot their son.

They’re high school sweethearts looking into the eyes of their firstborn—a man they haven’t seen in twenty years.

It takes several seconds for his appearance to register, but when it does, I watch a thunderstorm of emotion sweep across both of their faces.

Marlowe is frozen in the doorway between the living room and the foyer, our oblivious cat weaving figure-eights around his ankles. I very carefully pad up to stand beside him, the fingers of my left hand gently resting on his arm.

His mother’s dark brown eyes drop to that single point of contact. Hold there. Stay. Lift up to my face. His dad is frozen. No more tapping of his fingers. He’s barely breathing.

“Who the hell are you?” his dad asks finally, voice cracking.

Tanner watches from his spot against the wall, arms crossed, barely moving. I wonder if he’s thinking about his part in all this, how he trapped Marlowe in the woods and led us all to this very moment. He notices me watching him, and offers the smallest little smile in return.

“The fuck sort of question is that?” Marlowe shoots back, clenching his hands into fists. “Fucking look at me.” He takes several steps forward and his mother actually scoots back. Marlowe looks at her before turning to his dad again.

“Our son has been missing for twenty years, so don’t you dare lay claim to his name.” His dad is breathing hard, like he’s just as angry as Marlowe is. I can only imagine what this is like for them both. Eight months of living in the woods, and Marlowe’s family can’t recognize him. Two decades of missing their son, and his parents find a man frozen in time who looks just like him.

Marlowe scoffs and turns away, his gaze catching on me. I take a small step forward, and he furrows his brow—just like his dad was doing earlier. He puts some space between himself and his parents and turns back around.

“Who do you think I am then?” Marlowe retorts, crossing his arms. His attention shifts over to Tanner, and the pair of them stare at each other. Marlowe signs something. Tanner signs something back. And then Tanner’s pushing up off the wall and heading into the kitchen. He pauses only briefly to stroke his fingers through my hair.

My entire body breaks out in happy shivers, but I try to push them down. Marlowe’s parents have just spotted the witch hats hanging from the hall tree, and the tiny bird skull sewn into the cone of one. If only they could see my hat’s tongue stealing strawberries off of Marlowe’s brim.

“Are you our grandson?” his mom asks, her voice shaky with reluctant hope. She wants to believe that this man standing in front of her is connected to her son, but it feels impossible. “You look just like him.”

Marlowe closes his eyes, and he looks like he’s meditating in place. The cat continues to molest him, but he doesn’t react. I give in and pick her up, freeing him from her ministrations. Maybe I should leave, give him a moment alone with his parents?

I start toward the kitchen, and Marlowe’s hand flies out, snatching me by the wrist.

“Stay.” He turns to look at me, and pulls in a deep breath. “This is my wife, Katelynn.”

“Nice to meet you.” It’s all I can manage. I love the word wife rolling across Marlowe’s handsome mouth.

Silence falls over the foyer. It’s awkward as hell in there.

“Coffee is ready,” Brooks says, appearing in the kitchen doorway. He leans casually against the doorjamb, dressed in a soft cozy shirt and loose lounge pants. Also both items of my clothing. As soon as we get paid—or have the chance to make more magic leaf cash—I would love to go shopping and buy some more clothes. I don’t mind the men stealing all of mine, but we’re going to need a bigger supply overall. “Why don’t you four take the kitchen? Tanner and I will make ourselves scarce.”

I assume that by ‘scarce’, they mean they’ll step outside like they did at Miriam and Dennis’ house.

“Come on in,” Marlowe mumbles, turning away and dragging me into the kitchen with Stix tucked under my left arm.

There’s hot water in a kettle on the counter, jars of tea set out beside it. There’s fresh coffee. Brooks baked some biscuits and left them in a tantalizing tower on a plate in the center of the table. The mini jam jars are back. A fresh stick of butter in the dish that Stix infiltrated last night.

I head around the table to my chair and Marlowe beats me to it, pulling it out for me.

I notice that his dad does the same for his mom. Holy shit, that’s so cute. I blush as I take a seat. Marlowe puts his hands on the back of my chair and leans down, his huge body way too close to my face for comfort. With his parents here, I mean. It’d be perfectly comfortable if our coven was alone.

“Coffee with cinnamon and honey?” Marlowe asks, directing his question to his mom. She’s sitting in his chair while his father takes Brooks’. Both of his parents look at him like he’s a Tanner Senior corpse zombie risen from the grave. “And you.” He turns to his father. “If you’re still into tea, we have blends you’ve never tried—I can guarantee that.”

Silence.

Dead silence.

The grandfather clock ticks in the living room as I keep Stix on my lap.

“Coffee would be nice,” Marlowe’s mom finally chokes out. His dad says nothing.

“How about you, babe?” Lo turns and puts his face up against the side of my neck. I can feel his breath against my skin, uneven. Nervous. “Coffee with milk?”

“I can get the coffee,” I assure him, but he just laughs softly and stands up, moving over to the pot. With his back turned, it feels like I’m briefly alone with his parents, and I have no idea what to do. What to say.

His parents are so stiff, dressed up like they’re on their way to a corporate function. His mom plays with a necklace around her throat. His dad is a statue.

“Biscuits?” I ask, taking the small stack of side plates and laying them out in front of each chair. “Brooks is great at baking.” Freakishly so. “Makes good coffee, too. Oh, and the tea really is delicious if you’re …” I trail off because both of the Waverleys are staring at me like I’ve sprouted horns. Oh my God, I didn’t, did I? I look behind me to see if I’m casting my witch shadow, but there’s nothing. No shadow at all. Eerily so. I turn back around. “If you’re really into tea, we’ve got some good stuff.”

Marlowe presents my coffee first then his mom’s. He sits down with nothing for himself. I decide to butter a biscuit and pass it over, and the way he looks at me … Oh, yeah. Oh my God. We’re falling in love, and it feels so good, like I’ve just dropped over the edge of a large ravine on a rock climb. I’m not falling, but I’m rappelling down, and it’s dizzying but secure.

“Thanks.” He takes the biscuit and sets the two halves aside. On one half, he puts blackberry jam. On the other, he adds strawberry.

“Alright, let’s hear it,” his dad breathes, voice tight and heavy with sadness and strain. “I’ve dealt with dozens of grifters, and they all had a sob story waiting. What’s yours?”

“Anthony, stop,” his mom murmurs as Marlowe sits there with the knife in one hand, red jam dripping from the end to land on the edge of his plate. “I’m sure we’ll get answers if we give it some time.” She looks back at her son with this cresting wave of excitement while her husband appears to be drowning.

Not literally, from like Marlowe’s magic. Metaphorically.

“A sob story?” Marlowe repeats, finishing with the biscuit and then switching our plates so that I’ve got the one with butter and jam. I switch them back, and Marlowe’s mouth quirks a bit before he frowns again. “If I wanted something, don’t you think I’d have come to you and not the other way around?”

“You went to Miriam,” his mom continues, sliding her coffee close. She actually takes up our offer and selects a still-hot biscuit, splitting it in half. Buttering it. Stix tries to get on the table, but I block her with my foot before she can make the jump. Stubborn cat. She’s eyeing the butter dish, make no doubts about it.

Marlowe’s jaw tightens and he closes his eyes, breathing through it. He opens them back up, and there’s a hardness there, a wall against his emotions. Guarded. That’s what he is, guarded. And hurt. His trauma manifested as weariness, and his only defense mechanism is lashing out. He holds himself in check this morning, which is pretty damn impressive.

“Yes, Elizabeth. I went to Miriam, which was a mistake. Did she call you? Is that why you’re here?”

“You’re all over the internet.” His mom takes a sip of her coffee, and her eyes widen. She flicks her gaze up to Marlowe, and I can tell that—just like with Miriam and Dennis—she knows. If you love somebody, if you really know them, then twenty years is nothing. You still know exactly who they are when you see them again. “It took us some time to find this address. Even longer to work up the courage to come over here. We tried so many times to just get in the car and—”

“Who are you?” This is from his dad, Anthony, again. He keeps his arms folded tight and stares at the table instead of his son. “The one question you refuse to answer.”

“Well, I know how your wife likes her coffee—who else puts cinnamon and honey in theirs? I know you only drink tea. I know that Marlowe likes biscuits with strawberry and blackberry jam.” A scowl. “I know that you live in the same house on California Street where we’ve lived my entire life.” Marlowe takes a deep breath and, when his dad stands up and sends his chair screeching across the floor, my lover does the same. “I know that you two fell in love in ninth grade, that you wanted me even though your parents threatened to kick you out if I didn’t go up for adoption. We never went to Disneyland, but we drove all the way up to Oregon to visit the Enchanted Forest theme park instead.”

“Enough.” His dad is shaking, but maybe it’s less out of anger and more out of … fear.

He wants so badly for this to be Marlowe, but his mind knows it’s impossible. How can twenty years have passed, and his son hasn’t aged at all?

“You sure? Because I can keep going.” Marlowe smirks and runs his fingers through his dark hair. “Remember in sixth grade, when you told me not to climb on top of the minivan, and I did it as soon as your back was turned? Six bones that I broke. Six bones for a sixth grader, you’d always say that.”

“I want a DNA test.” Anthony stares his son down, but Marlowe isn’t intimidated.

“Oh yeah? Fine then. Let’s do a DNA test, and I’ll prove to you what you already know.” He stands up straight and holy Witchwoods hell, he’s intimidating. Big and broad, inked and angry. Fucking beautiful. “You want to know who I am? I’ll tell you: I’m Marlowe Lee Waverley. I was born in 1982, right here in Eureka. In 2004, I made the mistake of putting my hand into the Witch’s Tree. You’ll never believe me, which is fine.” He smirks and tucks his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “But I think the DNA test is a fantastic idea.”

His mother is frozen in place, biscuit in hand, a single bite stolen from the circle of savory pastry.

Nobody moves. Nobody talks. It’s one of the most awkward experiences of my entire life.

“How about a genealogy test?” I say finally, trying to help. “We could just order a couple of kits online and—”

“We’ll provide the tests.” Anthony is a hardass, but only on the outside. I can see some of Marlowe’s personality in him. “Do you have a phone number where we can reach you?”

“Don’t be so cruel, honey,” his mom—Elizabeth—whispers. Her hand is shaking so badly that she has to put the biscuit down. “Just look at him, for fuck’s sake. Look at him.” She stands up, too, and then I stand up because everyone else is standing up.

It feels like I should slip out the back door, remove myself from a very personal situation that I know nothing about. But then Marlowe looks at me like I’m his anchor in this world, the sturdy weight holding him in place in the same tumultuous sea where his parents reside. A sea of emotions. Of heartbreak.

“I want to hug you, but I don’t know who you are.” Elizabeth grabs a napkin from the table and dabs at her eyes. “Still, I want to hug you so badly.”

“He’s a stranger,” her husband says softly, and I appreciate the concern that he has for his wife.

Marlowe is looking at me again, and I’m looking right back.

I walk over to him and then slip my hand into his pocket to grab his phone. He just stands there, breathing a bit harder than he should, and lets me take it. I type in his passcode—it’s the same as my passcode—and then hand the phone over to his mother.

She adds herself to the contacts, and then I text her, just to make sure she’s got it.

“The biscuit is very good,” she adds, folding it into the napkin to take with her, and then following her husband to the front door.

There’s another uncomfortable moment where we all just stand in the foyer.

“Come back with your DNA tests, and I’ll have my wife’s other husband cook you dinner.” Marlowe opens the door and lets his two very shocked parents out onto the porch.

He slams it shut, locks it, and then turns around. His body slumps into the door as he closes his eyes.

I take a step forward, my bare feet causing the old floor to creak. Once again, I can hear the ticking of the clock.

“She wanted to hug you.” I pause and wait to see if Marlowe is going to lift his head and look at me. He does. That’s a good sign, right? “Did you want to hug her, too?”

He thinks on that for a minute and then pushes up off the door, moving over to stand in front of me.

“I’d rather hug you,” he tells me, and then he’s wrapping himself around me. It feels good to be enfolded like that, absolutely consumed by Marlowe’s body and his warmth and his borrowed t-shirt. “I knew my parents were going to be tough. I guess a DNA test makes sense.”

It makes sense until somebody finds out about it. Like the cops. Or social media.

I laugh, the sound soft and cozy against his chest.

“Once they know it’s you, will they like me? I feel like your mom was already giving me what the fuck are you doing with my six-foot mountain of a baby vibes?”

“You’re real funny, Kate. You know that?” Marlowe draws back from me, hands on my shoulders. He looks me in the eyes and lets his lips curve up to the side in a smile. “I don’t care if she likes you or not. We’re a coven. I can’t go to family dinners unless we all go to family dinners. This is our life now.”

“You’re not going to punch me?” Tanner asks, coming into the back door. He has blood all over his bare chest, and I’m pretty sure I see a dead creature hanging from the makeshift meat hook in our backyard. “If you want to, I’ll let you. Seems fair. This is definitely my fault.”

“Fucking idiot,” Marlowe growls, but he doesn’t take it any further than that. Good sign, right? “My parents … even with a DNA test, it’ll take them a long time to warm up. Maybe not … ever. They might be cold forever.” He lets go of my shoulders and stands up straight, crossing his arms. “If you and I hadn’t had the conversation we did right before I came downstairs, I’m not sure how I would’ve handled it. I might’ve flipped the table. I definitely would’ve punched Tanner.”

“Lucky me, eh?” Tanner remarks, disappearing from view as he heads in the direction of the sink. I hear the faucet click on, and some mumbled thanks about the perfectly warm water.

I take Marlowe’s arm and drag him into the kitchen to see that Brooks is already back and fixing himself a cup of coffee in the mug that was meant for Marlowe’s dad. Tanner is taking a seat at the table and serving himself a dozen biscuits. I imagine the guys’ll clean this tower up before we leave the house.

We’re technically late to work, but I’m also my own boss and we’re way ahead of schedule. Even if none of those things were true, I’d have prioritized Marlowe’s reunion with his parents anyway.

We all take our usual seats at the table, and it’s awkward as hell.

“It was less awkward in here when you guys came all over me, licked it off, and spit it into my mouth.” I’m trying to be funny here, but it doesn’t land. All three of them are staring at me with varying expressions on their faces.

I’m sure that Marlowe is more upset than he’s letting on. It’s possible that Tanner, in all his stalker glory, overheard Marlowe confessing his love to me which is … great. Brooks is, you know, he’s Brooks.

I try to get Tanner to look at me, but he’s too invested in his biscuits to look up. He tosses a plain one to the dog and when Ebon lands on his shoulder, he feeds her a piece covered in jam. Stix hops on the table, and Marlowe drags her into his lap with a sigh.

I look over to see that his eyes are shut tight.

“If you need to cry or—” I stop talking as his dark eyes open and fix on me.

“Cry? You’re fucking with me, aren’t you? I had more than enough fits in the Witchwoods dealing with this shit. I’m past the hurt feelings stage.” Marlowe picks up another biscuit, breaks it in half and starts to apply what is apparently his signature jam treatment. “Keep being sweet to me though. I like it.”

He finishes with the biscuit and chucks it onto my plate.

Tanner is staring at the pair of us, chewing thoughtfully. He’s definitely … something. Secretive. Thoughtful. Brooks sees it all, everything, every minute reaction between the three of us. He appears mildly annoyed.

“What did you hear upstairs?” I ask Tanner, and he just smiles as he chews the biscuit. Washes it down with some coffee. Studies me. I want to wiggle under his gaze. I want to ask him why it’s so easy for us to strip naked in the woods and fuck in the dirt but so damn hard to talk about feelings together.

I want to be loved and cherished by these men.

How? How did I end up here? I didn’t even want them in my house let alone my pussy and my heart.

“Sorry, I was going to reply straight off, but then you went deep inside that pretty head of yours.” Tanner takes another bite of biscuit and winks at me, but the tease is only skin-deep. He’s definitely in his head over something, too. “What did I hear? None of my business.” He sits back in his chair, effortlessly casual and totally full of shit.

Brooks takes a seat with his coffee, dragging a pair of biscuits off the platter and onto a clean plate. Stix hisses at … well, could be anything. She’s a bitch. Marlowe curses when she bites him, but then she’s rubbing her head against him all of two seconds later. My cat is insane, I swear.

“None of your business?” I repeat, toying with the biscuit that Marlowe gave me. I force my gaze back to Tanner’s. “Is there such a thing in this coven? I thought we had zero boundaries with one another.” I lift my chin, and Flick barks because … he’s a fucking herding dog. If I breathe too loudly, that hypes him up. I retrieve his ball from the floor and toss it out the back door.

I wait for Tanner—who’s shirtless and speckled with blood—to reply. Marlowe eats his biscuit. Brooks sips his coffee. Flick returns with the ball, dropping it on the floor between me and Tanner. He reaches up with two fingers to stroke Ebon, studying me. I end up throwing the ball again. And again. Again.

“I don’t know what to say, kitten.” Tanner sits up straight and rolls his beautiful head on his beautiful neck. Muscles and skin that’s starting to tan from the sun. Doesn’t seem like he ever saw much of it in the Witchwoods. No sunshine. No moonshine. “I never really let myself think this far ahead.”

“Meaning what?” I demand. Tanner pushes his biscuit plate aside, crossing his arms on the edge of the table. He leans in toward me, Ebon shifting on his shoulder and peering at me with six violet eyes.

“Meaning all of this. A home. Breakfast in a sunny kitchen. You, mostly.” He runs his hand through his hair, messing up the black and gold. “I didn’t prepare myself for the next step. Keeping you from running, that was all I could think about at first.” His mouth twitches. “Didn’t know you’d turn around and start running straight at us.”

I blush—this time from actual embarrassment—and try to decide what he means by that.

“You can’t push something on somebody and then be surprised when it goes exactly the way you wanted.” This is the second time I’ve said it, but it bears repeating.

“Hey.” Tanner reaches out and puts his hand on my knee, thumb skimming over the fabric of my sweatpants. “I said I was surprised, not disappointed. We never talked about this, what to do if the North we captured fell in love with three monsters from the woods.”

My whole body feels hot. My skin is a suit that I want to unzip and crawl out of, become some feral witch thing so I can run away from my shame into the woods behind the house.

I don’t deny what he’s saying, and I know that Brooks takes note of that. He doesn’t miss anything, does he? In love with three monsters. Three. All three of them.

“We can have private moments,” Brooks begins, staring past me and toward the sliding glass door. We all turn to look and there she is again, the fucking Hag in the reflection of the glass, watching us. I lift up a hand and flip her off as Brooks continues. “We should have private moments—but whatever goes on in this group is everyone’s business. We’re a coven.”

“I agree.” I turn back to Tanner even though the idea of leaving the Hag at my back freaks me out. She isn’t real. She doesn’t fully exist in this world. If anyone can watch your back, it’s these men. “Everything that happens here is our business.”

Tanner exhales and slumps further into his chair, turning his attention to Marlowe.

The pair of them stare at each other.

“You’re in love with Kate, huh?” Tanner rubs at the blond stubble on his jaw as Brooks’ hat observes the three of us like big fat Witchwoods maggots in a mason jar (like the ones in the cabinet behind his head).

“Trauma bonding,” Marlowe says with a shrug. “Maybe that’s how it happened so fast? I don’t really care. Even if we hated each other, we’d be living together, working together, casting together.” His mouth twitches. “Fucking each other. Leaning into my feelings seems rational, don’t you think?”

I’m hot all over again, tugging at the neckline of my hoodie and sweating.

“Rational, huh?” Tanner replies, and I have no goddamn clue what he’s thinking. Brooks either. “Is love rational?”

“For eight months, I sat in those woods wondering how my best friend and my girlfriend could leave me to rot all by myself. We meet a woman who jumps into the Witchwoods without a second thought to save her friends’ asses. Is love rational? Fuck no. I’d die for a girl that I met less than a month ago. That’s not the rational part. The rational part is turning and facing those feelings head-on.” Marlowe cocks a brow, and then shoves up from his chair, taking my cat—our cat, I suppose—with him.

He disappears up the stairs and slams the bedroom door.

He’s upset about his parents, but doesn’t want to show it. That’s my theory. Or maybe he just embarrassed himself as badly as he embarrassed me?

“What about you?” I ask, trying to get Brooks to break that stoic expression of his. “Do you have anything else to say?”

“I didn’t expect Marlowe to confess his undying love to you so soon, but it makes sense.” His mouth quirks, and he takes another sip of his coffee. “As I’ve been saying all along—as you yourself have started saying—we’re a coven. I’m happy for the two of you.”

I narrow my eyes on him and then shift my attention to Tanner, but he won’t look at me.

Fine.

Marlowe and I can live happily-ever-after, and these two idiots can watch from the sidelines.

I stand up and take off, but Brooks grabs my wrist before I can leave the room. His thumb rubs over my pulse point, stopping me in my tracks.

“Just because I’m happy for you both doesn’t mean I don’t feel anything else, Kate.” He lets go of me, and I take off. I head up the stairs, slowing my steps as I approach the bedroom.

The Numa Numa song is playing on the other side of the door. I very carefully try the handle, but find that it’s locked.

That’s okay.

I step away and let Marlowe have a minute to himself.

But I am going to make fun of him for listening to that song later.


[image: ]

Marlowe

I’m sitting on the edge of our freakishly large bed, staring at an ink drawing of the Carson Mansion in an old frame. My entire life, if I needed to chill out, I’d retreat to my bedroom and remind myself how to breathe.

Now? It’s weird because this is my bedroom, but it’s not.

It’s our bedroom.

I came up here after my parents left, locked the door. Got a reprimand from Brooks at the jobsite telling me not to do that again. I turn my head to stare at the cracked door, and my lip edges up in a scowl.

Fuck. My parents. Kate asked me if I wanted to cry? Of course not.

I want to kill Tanner. Just like I wanted to kill him and Brooks for the last eight months. It’s his fault that my parents don’t know who I am. His fault that I haven’t seen my sisters. His …

Not at all his fault that my friends betrayed me. I blame him for that anyway. It’s easier that way.

It’s also easier if I don’t admit that I like it here. I don’t mind the time period. The internet doesn’t freak me out the way it does Brooks and Tanner. The magic, the coven, it’s all … exhilarating.

I rub frantically at my face and then stand up, pausing as I open the bedroom door to find the cat waiting for me. Her tail is curled around her small body, and her eyes are like a pair of yellow-green gates to the underworld.

I was never really into cats before. More of a dog person. Miriam and Dennis took my dog after I left. They took everything—including me. I became an identity, a mission, and a purpose. They stole my last name. Burrowed deep into my family.

What was Brooks saying at the cemetery? His life starts here?

It might be easiest if my life started here, too.

“Come on, cat,” I grumble, and the damn thing actually follows me down the hall, down the stairs. She hops onto the armrest of the couch as I pause to study Brooks. He’s sitting upright on one of the cushions, eyes closed, chin tilted toward his chest.

With his knees splayed and his arms folded, it looks like he’s still awake.

He’s not.

He’s asleep, a Sharpie squeaking across a piece of paper on the coffee table in front of him. The things it’s writing are nonsense (at least to me). Runes and symbols scrawled and scratched like the claw marks of an animal in the trunk of a tree. No rhyme or reason to any of it.

His shadow is curled up in a ball to his left, its antlers draped over his lap.

I turn and my shadow does the same, wings sweeping over the walls. I can sense Tanner and Kate close-by, but I’m not sure where. The closer we are, the harder it is to pinpoint exact locations. In the cemetery, when all three of them walked away from me, I knew their precise coordinates in the shape of my very bones.

Not just Kate. Not just Brooks. Tanner.

I can feel my worst enemy when he isn’t close. I crave his nearness when he walks away. I clench my teeth against the foreign sensations, invaders of emotion that I invited into me when I pledged camaraderie over a goblet filled with blood.

Kate has a drawer in the kitchen where she keeps her weed stash. I steal some of it and walk outside, taking a seat on the edge of the deck and looking out toward the woods. It was sunny today, but Eureka is finicky and it rains a lot.

I can smell the wet on the wind, water to fertilize the ground for the birth of growing things. Flame to take it all away and revitalize the earth for the next round. It’s all connected, all of this shit. Earth, fire, air, and water. North, South, East, and West.

Footsteps squelch in the muddy grass as I look up at the crescent moon. We’ve known Kate for nearly a full lunar cycle, escaping the Witchwoods on a new moon and finding ourselves a week shy of the next one.

With a weary sigh, Kate slumps down to the deck on my left. She’s got bloodstains on her face. On her plump lower lip. She licks it off by accident and then cringes, leaning forward to spit into the grass. My lip edges up on the right side.

“I can’t decide which is cuter: you being naive enough to still get grossed out at the idea of swallowing blood. Or you willingly spitting and embracing the true nature of witchcraft.” I light up the little pink pipe with the weed in it, dragging a lungful of smoke in and then struggling not to cough to death.

It’s been a while, okay? Fuck.

“I can’t decide which is cuter,” Kate replies, curving some bright orange hair behind the delicate shell of her ear. “You, with your eyes watering because you want to cough and won’t let yourself. Or you, pulling out my chair this morning like your dad did for your mom.”

I put the sleeve of my stolen hoodie against my lips, closing my eyes until the need to cough subsides. I open them again, peering out at the trees behind the house. I’m glad to be out of the Witchwoods, but I’m sort of attached to the idea of living in a forest now. I couldn’t handle a city. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to handle a city again.

Those woods change people.

“I’d say that my dad taught me how to treat women, but that’d be doing him a disservice. He would never have condoned my actions.” I take another drag and then offer the pipe out to Kate. She accepts it, but doesn’t smoke it, sitting there in bloody overalls with an ugly mustard-colored sweater underneath.

She’s so fucking beautiful.

I can’t not look at her. I don’t seem to care about much else. Seeing my parents today was this soul-shattering thing and yet, I could handle it because I had Kate. It felt like I had her the way my parents have always had each other.

“He might not condone it, but he’d probably look the other way if he knew that was your only chance to escape and come home.” Kate plays around with the pipe, looking up at me from under long, heavy lashes. “How come you’re not asking me why I’m covered in blood?”

“Because I know Tanner, and I’m sure you were breaking down that carcass with him.” I stare into the darkness, knowing that he’s out there. Probably fucking around in the meat shed. But he’s there. He can hear us, I’m sure.

Our conversation isn’t really private. Nothing will ever really be private again. It’ll be the four of us forever. Coven isn’t a temporary state of being.

“It was a basilisk, I guess. Something like it. A lizard with six legs.” Kate passes the pipe back to me without smoking any weed. The air smells like cannabis anyway, the scent clinging to my sweatshirt. It mixes with the wet wind, churns itself up with the iron tang of blood. “I want to learn everything you guys have to teach me, and vice versa. I want to teach you how to pack a proper bowl.” She points at the pipe in my hands and I frown at her.

“There’s nothing wrong with this. I’ve been smoking weed since I was sixteen. Get over yourself, Katelynn Poppy.”

“So? That doesn’t mean you know what you’re doing.” She shrugs and turns away from me, watching a strange Witchwoods bird, like a peacock, come waltzing out of the trees. It fans its tail at us and hisses, like the cat on the railing to my right. Stix hisses back, and the bird takes off.

Ten seconds later, I hear the whiz of an arrow and a thump as the bird’s body is impaled on a nearby tree. Tanner is slick as he weaves through the shadows to retrieve the body.

“Your parents are really in love, aren’t they?” Kate asks gently, and I nod. “That must’ve been nice, growing up with that.”

“It was.” I light the pipe again and try not to let my hands tremble. Twenty years I missed out on with my parents and my sisters. Twenty years wasted. I don’t want to waste anymore of it, but I have no idea if they’ll accept me or not. Still, because of Kate, I’ll survive even if my family decides they want nothing to do with me.

“Hey,” she starts softly, but I keep going before I lose my nerve. It was hard enough to admit that I’ve fallen in love with her, knowing that she can’t love me back. She just can’t. She can love Tanner, but I am her Tanner. And if she hates me as much as I hate him, then she’s nowhere near ready to fall in love.

I wanted her to hate me, at first. Because I could never trust someone who fell for a man that did what I did to them. But here we are, and I’m salivating over it. Over Kate. I want her. I want her so fucking badly that it makes me question my sanity.

“Believe it or not, I was attractive before the Witchwoods got a hold of me. I could’ve had any girl, but I only wanted one. I never cheated on Miriam. I didn’t think about other women.” I turn to Kate, inhaling on the pipe and enjoying the way it turns orange at the end, illuminating her face in the dark. “I always wanted to be my dad, to have what he has with my mom.” I snort. “But I picked the wrong woman the first time. I’m just happy that I had the chance to get it right. Instead of twenty years in the woods, I could’ve wasted twenty years with Miriam.”

Kate is blushing again which has to be a good sign. She doesn’t blush when I tell her the dirtiest things I can think of. She flushes with pleasure. This is different. She’s genuinely embarrassed right now. Why?

“I deserve to be hated, but Kate. Fuck. I’m so in love with you.” I keep my attention on her to see what she does, and her skin goes from pink to scarlett.

Tanner appears at the worst possible moment, taking a seat on Kate’s other side. He has twice as much blood on him as she does.

“Pass that over when you’re done with it,” he murmurs, eyes half-lidded with satisfaction from a successful hunt. I understand that so much better now. If the hunt isn’t successful, then you don’t fucking eat. You starve. You sit in that cabin while the night spreads around you like a disease. You fantasize about plants that don’t bite back and animals that aren’t as hungry for you as you are for them.

“Take it.” I practically throw the pipe his way with a scowl, trying not to think about what he said upstairs the other day. We’re even? Who the hell is he to make a judgement call like that? Tanner lights up as the rain begins to fall, big fat wet drops that make Kate squinch up her face in a way that rips my heart in half.

With a low whistle, I flip those droplets around and send them backwards. Rain falls to a spot just above our heads, and then it goes right back where it came from. Falling up, all of that rain in a circle around the three of us like an invisible umbrella.

“Whoa.” Kate is wide-eyed, looking up at the silver droplets as they catch the faint light of the moon and disappear into the sky. The dog is there to bark at them, hopping in the grass and spattering mud everywhere until Tanner gives him a command to calm down.

“I’m not all piss and vinegar,” I gripe, and then Kate is throwing her arms around my waist and holding me. Snuggling into me. Why the fuck is she snuggling into me?! She nearly killed me last night with this and here she is doing it again?

I stare down at her with wide eyes and slightly spread arms, like I’m halfway to hugging her back but don’t know how. Of course I do. I had a loving family. A girlfriend. Not like Tanner who’s staring at me over Kate’s head with a detached expression that I’ve seen before.

I know he isn’t evil.

Not even if he made me believe I was going to die. Not even if he threatened my friends. Not when he and Brooks used force and violence to keep me in line.

I’ve become Tanner, so I understand him as well as anyone.

My arms go around Kate, but my eyes are still on his. He watches me hold the woman who loves him but who he doesn’t love back. I’m held by the woman I love, but who doesn’t love me back. It’s probably best that Brooks is asleep right now.

I wanted to be my dad, but Tanner wanted to be the opposite of his.

If I hug Kate, it’s because I was hugged by my mom. My dad. My sisters. Dennis. Miriam. I’ve hugged and been hugged plenty. Not Tanner though. For a second there, I pretend that he’s just my Eastwoods and not the person whose death I’ve fallen asleep fantasizing about.

“This is amazing.” Kate sits up and points skyward with a finger painted in the sigil for North, gesturing at the clouds. “Is this something I could learn? Or is it a Westwoods specific trick?”

“I have no fucking clue.” I shrug, looking over at Tanner again.

“Me either,” he admits as Kate turns to face him, holding up her hands in a T position.

“How about this spell? You sent an image of the Hag Wytch into my mind. That seems like a useful skill to have.” Kate pushes her hands forward, making the right shape for the spell but missing all of the complexities.

Tanner wraps his fingers around both of her hands, holding her there and looking down into her face with a softness I’m not sure he realizes he’s displaying. Would he actually do that in front of me, look at her like that?

“Who are you in love with?” he whispers, voice cracking, and she replies with the words I want to hear.

“I’m in love with you.” It’s that easy for her to say it like that. My heart leaps, and my breath catches. I look away, toward the woods again. My shadow is out there, moving from the trunk of one tree to the other and disappearing entirely in between.

“Alright then. I’ll teach ya.” Tanner’s mouth lifts in a playful grin as he looks from Kate to me. “Both of you. Did we ever show you how to do this one, Lo?”

Ugh. I hate it when he talks to me like I’m his friend. But today, I pretend that I don’t.

“Nope.” I sit back on my hands and watch as Tanner rises to his feet and comes to stand in front of us. I adjust the shape of our dry bubble, pushing the rain off of his hair when I should rightfully let it soak him to the bones.

“And don’t try to lie to me and pretend it involves drinking cum or spitting. I’ll know that’s total crap.” Kate is indignant, but a little breathy, too. Her braid hangs down her back, coiled on the damp wood of the deck like a snake. She’s got cute little shadow horns on either side of her head, a secret signal for the dirty little witch she is underneath this wholesome exterior.

“You’re the one that keeps bringing that stuff up. What? Develop a taste for it?” I lick my lips and she sneers at me. Good. We’re best like this, arguing back and forth.

Tanner interrupts us with the instructions.

“Bite your tongue, swallow a bit of blood, and let go of everything. This spell can only project a memory that’s weighing heavily on you. Not sure if there’s any way to change that. If there is, Brooks and I haven’t figured it out.” Tanner holds up his hands in that same timeout shape, turning to me and pushing them forward with a flash of silver fire.

My mind’s eye fills with his personal memory, with a recollection of Tanner spotting me in the woods for the first time. Finding me at the Witch’s Tree. Watching me wait for people that were never coming.

I could throw up. This is what he’s thinking about today? This shit?

“Shoot. I blinked. I think I missed it?” Kate is leaning forward and staring into my face, like she’s asking if I saw anything.

I’m breathing harder than I want to be, so I snatch up the pipe again and take another drag. Kate notices my discomfort, a gentle frown on her lips. She turns to Tanner and shifts uncomfortably on the wood planks.

“Biting your tongue hurts,” is what she says and Tanner loves that, his laughter wild and unhinged. He likes Kate more than he thinks he does, doesn’t he? Fucking honestly, it was like they were into each other the whole time. They had sex for fun on the floor of the cabin within a half hour of waking up the morning after the coven ritual.

“Yeah, well, magic ain’t cheap, kitten.” Tanner looks at me, lifting a brow, hands on his hips. His scar pulls at his mouth, reminding me of the night I ran into that girl, the one we saw at the farmer’s market. He was out there with me, watching from the woods the way he was doing in that memory he just gave me. “What’d you see?”

“Nothing,” I lie, staring at the grass in front of my boots instead of either of my coven members.

“Do me.” Kate scoots forward and points at herself. That statement is enough to catch both Tanner’s attention and mine. “Ugh, do the spell again, so I can see.”

“Why don’t you do the spell for us?” Tanner steps forward and holds out his hand. Kate hesitates briefly before reaching out to take it, letting him pull her to her feet. They switch places and Tanner sits down beside me, his leg nearly touching mine.

It’s not like it matters. We share a bed. We fuck Kate at the same time.

I should get used to this and stop torturing myself.

“Will it work on both of you at once?” she asks, and Tanner nods, copying my position by leaning back on his palms.

“As long as we’re both facing you,” he says, nodding with his chin in her direction.

Kate isn’t looking at him though. She’s looking at me.

She closes her eyes and I see her wince. Biting her tongue then? Swallowing down blood. Her own, this time, so I guess there’s no need to spit. She’s good at both things. Spitting and swallowing. I ignore the uncomfortable pressure in my pants, the way the fabric of my boxers is rubbing against my hardening cock.

Kate lifts her hands in a T, inhales, and then throws them in our direction with a flicker of green.

The image that hits me isn’t remotely what I expected.

The three of us in the hot tub. My dick in her mouth. Tanner underneath her. Brooks behind.

Tanner starts laughing as Kate’s eyes go wide and she looks between the pair of us frantically, waiting for an explanation.

“What? Oh shit. Tell me I didn’t just embarrass myself.”

Tanner can’t breathe for how hard he’s laughing, and all I can do is sit there and stare at her like the alien she is. I’ve never met anyone like Kate. She’s not a doormat by any means, but she’s sweet as hell. Sexy, too. For as much sugar as she’s got, there’s an equal dose of spice. I … she confuses me constantly, and I love it. My body flushes hot, and this possessive tenderness sweeps over me.

I want her to put her arms around me again. Everyday. All day. It’s never too much.

“Is that what you like, Kate? All of us at the same time.” My voice is low, almost a growl. It’s not intentional, but I can’t help it. I want her, and I’m okay with her knowing that.

“I … fuck.” Kate lets her head fall back and then takes a step outside my bubble, letting the rain hit her in the face on purpose. “What memory did I share with you guys?”

“Come here.” That’s me, patting my lap. She drops her chin to look at me, and Tanner isn’t laughing anymore. Not at all. He’s studying me like he’s taking notes, and I’m totally fucking okay with that.

Kate comes to me easily, plopping into my lap and putting her arm around my neck.

Also a surprise. I figured she’d pretend to put up a fuss, the way she likes.

“Marlowe, what I was trying to say this morning was this.” Kate briefly looks Tanner’s way, but then she gives me her full and undivided attention. I feel like the only man in her life when she stares at me that way. I wish I were the only man in her life. But Tanner was right about that, too, about this being our punishment. If so, I can handle it. It’s a very small price to pay. “I know what you did. I don’t forgive you. But I’m falling for you anyway.”

I choke on my feelings. I’d suffocate on them if I didn’t put Kate on her back on the wet deck, poised above her and forgetting all about the rain. It comes down hard on us, a droplet sliding down to the end of my nose before I force it all back, raining in reverse.

“You don’t have to say that just because it’s what I want to hear. I told you that I’d wait. I’m fine with waiting.”

“And just because it’s what you want to hear, that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Kate puts her hands on either side of my face, fingertips hot under the cool water clinging to our skin. I could dry us off in a second, but I don’t want to. I like the way it feels, both of us dewy under a rainy sky.

I turn my head to find Tanner sitting on the deck with one knee propped up, arm thrown across it.

“Care to join us?” I ask, panting little white clouds into the air. Water clings to my eyebrows, my lashes. I taste rain when I lick my lips. “Or do you just want to watch?”

Tanner is annoyed with me, but like he’s done for months, he lets it go.

I decide for once to let it go, too.

I just want to see what happens. That’s it. It’s a fucking experiment.

There’s another part of me, a secret hidden part, that wonders if Tanner could replace Dennis the way Kate replaced Miriam. Like maybe I was with all the wrong people last time, and now I can do it right.

Knowing his character, if Tanner had been with me the night I fell into the woods, he would’ve followed after seconds later. He wouldn’t have left me there. I could have a friend by my side, at my back, who shares the same values.

I would’ve died for Miriam and Dennis, but they would never have died for me. Here are people who will die for me. Not just Kate, as a woman. As a wife. But other people. A mentor in Brooks.

A friend in Tanner.

I almost choke on the blood in my mouth. I’ve just bitten my tongue by accident. I turn to Kate and stare down at her, taking her chin in my hand and tilting her head back.

Her eyes are shining as I look down at her with lips pressed tight, blood on my tongue.

“Don’t you dare,” she whispers, but I drop my head anyway, lips pressed tight. Sharp. I have a sharp mouth right now. “Marlowe.”

Kate leaves her lips parted, digging her fingernails into my arms as I spit blood into her mouth. She swallows, and we catch eyes.

The memory-sharing spell activates even without the T-shape of our hands. It’s more intense though. It’s not just me giving Kate one image or her doing the same to me, it’s both of us, feeding a stream of pictures to each other.

I see that she’s the one who drew that ink painting that hangs in our bedroom. That’s a nice memory. I see that she spotted me in the woods and viewed me the exact same way that I viewed Tanner.

Like hell.

She saw hell in my eyes.

I’m feeding her images of that snug cunt wrapped around my fingers for the first time, and the way it thrilled me in the most fucked-up way possible. I hated myself for that. I still hate myself for that, the way that I almost liked it.

I didn’t want to do it. I wouldn’t have done it. But I had to.

I had to.

If Miriam had fallen through the tree, and I’d seen that she was a North, I would’ve died trying to get her out of there. But some random stranger standing between me and freedom from a literal hell? Why not?

Kate was an adult. Kate was fair game.

And I still hate myself for doing it.

I share those memories with her, too, all of the rationalizations I made to prioritize saving myself at her expense.

“I meant what I said,” I pant, closing my eyes against her flushed face and wide eyes. “About letting you go if I saw you again, I meant that. I mean that.”

“I know,” she whispers back, and I open my eyes to see that she isn’t upset. Not really. There’s a deep hurt in her, like a scar, but she’s willing to look past it so long as I don’t make it bleed again. Little scratches are fine. Expected. But I can never, ever dig into that scar or she’ll be done with me.

I’m here on Kate’s good graces, and I know with perfect clarity that maintaining that grace is my sole and primary goal. Above all things. So I ignore Tanner when he walks up beside us, looking down at the pair of us shivering on the deck.

I steam the water, and the backyard becomes a temporary sauna. Nice and warm.

“We should go inside.” Tanner’s suggestion. “I’ve learned my lesson about doing it outdoors. Shame though. It’s more fun to fuck outside.”

He moves away, waiting inside the kitchen for us.

I rock back on my calves and offer Kate a hand. She sits up, our fingers clasped together, and we stare one another down through the steam.

“I saw Tanner beating you in one of the images,” she says, and then she kisses me gently on either cheek. Where I spit in her mouth, she holds me with kindness. I can’t handle it. I might be shaking. “It’s okay, Lo.”

“No.” I shake my head at her, pushing up to my feet and helping her the rest of the way up. I lock my fingers around her wrist. “You are not the one who should be protecting me. It’s the other way around.”

“It’s both ways, sorry to say.” She starts walking backward, pulling me along with my hand still gripping her wrist. I release her as we enter the kitchen and Kate stops to look up at Tanner.

The air gets tense.

“Upstairs?” She’s trying to sound coy. It’s cute as hell, but it’s ridiculous, too.

“Why the fuck would we walk all the way upstairs? We’re inside now. Good enough.” Tanner throws his arm out, sending all of the clean china that’s stacked on the table to the counter. The tomes, too, the ones that Brooks left in here earlier. It all flies through the air and neatly rearranges itself on either side of the sink.

Tanner picks Kate up and sets her on the edge of the table, pushing the damn thing into the cabinets so that it won’t move across the floor. He unhooks both sides of her overalls, dragging the denim down her hips. Kate lifts her ass to get it the rest of the way off and Tanner tosses both her overalls and boots aside.

She’s not wearing panties underneath.

Tanner’s focus shifts to me as he gets on his knees and pushes Kate’s legs apart. His eyes are still on mine when he puts his mouth over her pussy and causes her back to arch like she’s possessed.

Huh.

I walk up to the edge of the table, my boots loud on the squeaky clean floors. Brooks keeps this place like a military barracks. He did that at the cottage, too, but it kept us alive so Tanner and I didn’t complain much about that part. Much.

“What the fuck is this?” I ask, my voice mean. Kate loves the sound of it, leaning into my hand when I place it firmly on the side of her neck. One of my knees slides across the tabletop, bumping into her hip. The wood creaks as I lean my weight on it, dropping my face toward Kate’s. “Told ya we’d have a nice spell if I spit in your mouth.”

“You’re horrible,” she whispers, eyes half-lidded. “Kiss me.”

My shadow is all over hers, wings wrapped around it like a cocoon. The only part of hers that’s visible are her horns, peeking up top. Tanner’s shadow is buried underneath, mouth hidden in the mass of black ink that makes up our silhouettes.

“Are you sure you still want me?” I ask one more time. I have to make sure before I unleash myself on poor Kate. Once I do, I’m not sure if I’ll know how to stop.

“I want you, Marlowe.” She puts her hand on my neck, mimicking the way I’m touching her.

Our lips slam together as she moans, rocking her hips against Tanner’s face as he tongues her slit. Wonder if he can use his shadow tongue on her? He fucked her with a shadow dick, didn’t he?

I coax my own shadow over to us, my right hand sliding under the bottom of Kate’s sweatshirt and dragging it up her ribs, over her breasts until both are exposed. It’s relatively dark in here, no lights on at all, scant moonlight.

Makes me feel bold, in this cute little kitchen with its checkered curtains.

Kate is whimpering against my mouth, her witch nails scraping at the sensitive skin of my neck. I tighten my grip on hers and she calms down. But only a little. I deepen my kiss, eyes cracked to watch Kate’s face. I couldn’t do it in the woods with the Hag creeping, but I need to do it here.

I want to see what she looks like when she’s lost in me.

And even if Tanner is between her legs right now, Kate’s mine. I have her captured here, and I love it. My parents would be so disappointed in me.

Yeah, I still want to mow her lawn and pull out her chair at dinner.

But then at the end of the day, I want to do this.

I undo my pants and force Kate’s hand down to my cock. She makes a bright sound, dragging her hand away and shoving it between her legs. Tanner comes up for air as Kate rubs herself frantically with her palm and then wraps her fingers around my erection again.

She’s all wet and slippery. From her own arousal. From … Tanner.

I ignore that, kissing her as she pumps my cock and I use my shadow’s hands to push her tits together. I swing my right leg over Kate’s spread thighs, straddling her with no problem. The wood table groans under my weight, but doesn’t give. I’m on my knees, spread wide against my half-naked wife with my dripping cock between us.

I tug my hoodie up and bite down on it, mumbling around the fabric as I stare down at Kate.

“Use your tits on me,” I tell her, and then I slide my erection between those full mounds. Ah, shit. She’s so goddamn soft, I could die. I could blow my load right here on her face, but then it’d all be over and I don’t want that.

My right hand digs into Kate’s hair, holding her in place as my shadow keeps those tits squashed tight. There’s a narrow channel there between them, silky soft skin on either side of my dick as my weepy crown crests those white hills. Kate’s nipples are taut and pink and cock-eyed. My shadow is squeezing her with long, articulated fingers, pressing divots into her giving flesh.

“I need more than that,” Tanner grumbles, standing up behind me. He’s pressed closer than I want, his hands on either side of me, gripping Kate’s hips. His front is crushed to my back, but it doesn’t matter because I’ve got Kate flicking her tongue out and tasting me with each upward thrust of my hips.

Kate’s eyes widen as Tanner presses forward, dragging her pelvis between my spread thighs and taking her with an agonizing slowness that tells me maybe he isn’t inside her pussy.

“It’s so tight back there,” Kate murmurs, clutching at my sides, fingers sliding across my rib cage as she looks up at me. I keep my hand on her head, locking her in place with my shadow curled behind her. It looks like she’s the one with wings tonight. “You’re so fucking hot,” she whispers, and I get goose bumps. “I like you this way, Marlowe. I love it.”

“Christ.” I tilt my head back, letting my eyes fall half-lidded. Kate spits on my dick to keep me lubed up and then takes over holding her own breasts for me, pressing them together with her hands for me to enjoy.

It’s wet and messy and you can hear it in that kitchen.

“I bet that feels real fucking good,” Tanner growls, talking for Kate. She moans at the sound of his words, rocking her body into him. I feel it all, the way she wiggles her pelvis, the force of him slamming his hips into her. “Me in your ass and Marlowe destroying your tits.”

“I need something in my pussy,” Kate moans, shameless in asking for what she wants. I love that about her.

“Lo will have to take care of that for you. Me and your ass, we have a reckoning that needs completing. I should’ve filled this hole with my cum right there in the front yard, let the robot get that shit on camera.” Tanner is vicious, like he’s any better than me or Brooks when it comes to Kate. Self-righteous dick.

Kate lets out a throaty, husky moan, accepting my thumb when I slide it into her mouth. She sucks on it, looking up at me and meeting my eyes.

“He can fill you and give you back to me. I’ll fuck that hungry pussy for you, Kate. Do you think his cum will drip out as I screw you into this table?” I slide my thumb from her lips with a pop, so that she can answer.

“Just make sure you clean it up and put it in a jar when you’re done.” Brooks is to my right, pressing a button on the coffee pot. He barely looks at the three of us. “Good for spellwork.”

He leaves the room, but his antlered shadow stays to watch.

Tanner is breathing hard behind me, like he’s close.

“Here, baby. Get your clit.” Tanner reaches around and takes Kate’s breast in his hand, freeing hers so that she can reach down and pleasure herself with her fingers. I don’t stop what I’m not doing, not even when Kate loses control and comes apart with Tanner. He waits for her to climax, that sexy body a trembling mess underneath me. Then he finishes, and the table creaks as it’s slammed into the wall. “Well, fuck.”

Tanner steps away from Kate, making her groan again. He releases her breast, and I force her hand off the other side. I drop down between her legs, my boots loud on the floor. Tanner is there to take hold of her face, leaning in to kiss her as I fist my cock and rub the tip against her pussy before finding the slickness of her hole.

My hips punch forward and Kate screams into Tanner’s mouth, clinging to his shoulder as I take hold of her waist. I’m driving into her as Tanner occupies her mouth, cleaning me off her lips and teeth. He does that until Kate is whining at us again, releasing her and then climbing on the table. Tanner sits behind her, knees splayed, and wraps his arms around her.

He plays with her nipples while we stare at each other, half in challenge and half in acceptance.

We can fight, but it might be easier if we share.

Doesn’t mean that’s an easy concept to swallow.

I shift my attention to Kate and find her staring back at me. Lips parted. Cheeks flushed.

“Remember: you gave up everything to come after me that day. I won’t forget that.” Kate grabs onto my face and kisses me with a softness and a care that I don’t deserve.

I don’t deserve it, but I want it anyway.

All of those rough edges smooth out, and I give in.

I let Kate take me down to my bones and rebuild me. I can play games with her all day long. Say the worst shit that comes to mind. Make her angry with me. It’s when she touches me like this that I have no defense. None at all. Because I know exactly what it means to be loved.

I’m kissing Kate, but when I crack my eyes, I see Tanner, watching us.

Learning.

Good. You taught me to shoot a bow, I can help teach this.

I close my eyes, wrap my arms around Kate, and when we’re finished, it’s just me and her lying alone on the table in the kitchen.

Tanner is somewhere close, but I can’t see him. Brooks refills his coffee, and the house is quiet.

It’s bliss, even for a monster like me.

Kate told me that she’d help me find my way back home and she delivered.

I will do literally fucking anything for her.

Anything.
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Tanner

“I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re stuck on something.” Brooks is standing beside me in the front yard of the Pink Lady. Of course the owner just so happens to be some woman I went to high school with. That’s Eureka for you. Swear to God I didn’t sleep with her though.

I run my hand down my face, thankful for the spell that’s keeping the rollers and the paintbrushes moving on their own. Kate doesn’t mind magic for the gruntwork, but she’s got a strong, admirable work ethic. All the detail work, she wants to do entirely on her own.

“If she used a broom to fly, she wouldn’t need the scaffolding,” I tell Brooks. Not an answer to his question, just an observation. Kate is way up there, working on the trim that decorates the circular tower on the right side of the house.

“You don’t want to talk about it? You sure?” he asks, arms crossed, a bit of pink paint smudged on the right side of his jaw. “No part of you is upset about Kate and Marlowe?”

I let out a soft laugh, closing my eyes and wondering if we can’t take a walk down to the pier, grab a drink after work. I’d like to sit and look at the ocean for a while.

“Makes sense that they’d connect like that.” I open my eyes again, trying not to think about the Hag Wytch and our failed spell attempt. Both Brooks and I know what this means. My dear ol’ dead daddy couldn’t hack it as a proxy. If we send a live human through the tree and try again, we might get further than we did last night but we won’t get that far. “Doesn’t surprise me.”

“Huh. Pretty sure that’s not what I asked you.” Brooks has this all-knowing smirk on his face that’s driving me nuts. Is he trying to rile me up?

“We’re going to have to go back into the woods, aren’t we?” I ask, and that smirk disappears faster than it came on. “Go back in, close the gate, and then try to get out without speaking. And without being eaten by the fucking Hag. I don’t like this at all. Why is she so intent on Kate?”

“I have no fucking clue.” Brooks exhales, and I know I’m poking a sore spot. His mentor was eaten by the Hag Wytch. Worse: his baby sister was eaten by the Hag. We’ve tried to kill that owl with no luck. Set her on fire. Stabbed her through the heart. Caught her in a massive snare. “I don’t know what to do, Tanner. We’ll keep poring over the grimoires, but it’s starting to look like that’s our only option.”

We both pause as a mother cat with a kitten in her mouth goes trotting past. Both cats have coats patterned after starry night skies. Witchwoods cats.

“It’s not an if the Hag gets out, it’s a when. I’m only surprised it hasn’t happened yet.” Brooks puts his hands in his pockets.

We all thought that once we left the Witchwoods, that’d be the end of it. Of course it’s not. That place has staying power.

“Can I just say that I’m happy I grew up in a time period before the internet?” I tell him, and this time, he lets out a derisive little laugh and a shake of his head.

“Fuck, I can barely wrap my head around it. In my day, you just brought along a witness to prove you stuck your hand in the Witch’s Tree and that was that. Now, people videotape it? They share it with the entire world? This is a headache for us, Tanner.”

I smile, but there’s nothing to it. I’m not in a great mood. I am jealous of Kate and Marlowe, and it’s my own goddamn fault. Did she tell Brooks that she loved him, too? I watched when they were in their own little world in the living room. It’s possible that she did. They looked like they were in love that night.

“For us eighties kids, it was Polaroids.” I mime snapping a photo. “Dunno if you’re familiar with that old-timer, but it was an instant camera. Press a button, get a picture.”

“We had Polaroid cameras in the fifties, too.” Brooks snorts again and shakes his head. “If only. This viral shit is making me crazy. Once the gate is closed, I’ve got a list of fifty spells we need to cast and charms that we need to make. First thing on the list is that goddamn sex tape.”

That makes me laugh, but only because there’s nobody to suffocate with my magic. When we find whoever posted it, I’m teaching them a lesson in being a decent fucking human being.

Brooks moves away to help Kate as she climbs down the scaffolding, but I just stand there and watch, buried under my own thoughts.

When I ended up in the Witchwoods, I realized the hard, raw truth of my life.

There wasn’t a single person left behind who cared whether I lived or died. Not a single person who would be bothered by my absence, who would miss me. Not one person to buy me a gravestone the way Brooks’ family did for him. Not a soul who’d even think to hold a candlelight vigil for me the way they did for Marlowe.

Out of the three of us—the supposedly infamous missing Witchwood boys—I’m the only one who was completely forgotten.

I can change things now. I can do it right. I can be a man who’s worth remembering.

So why the hell am I screwing this up so badly? I want to tell Kate that I love her, too, but how can I trust myself? I don’t know anything about love. I’ve said those words so many times that all the meaning is lost.

Kate takes a seat at the picnic table with a huge smile on her face, a colorful bandanna on her head, braid hanging down her back. She’s wearing overalls with one side unbuttoned, showing off the tie-dye crop top underneath. Old brown boots splattered in paint. Fresh sweat glistens on her forehead as she reaches up with a gloved hand to swipe it off.

She’s sitting with Marlowe and Brooks, but her gaze tracks back to mine.

I push away from the house and come to stand near the picnic table. The conversation stops as soon as I arrive, making me wonder if they weren’t talking about me. Doesn’t matter. The four of us, we should be able to talk shit about each other.

“Call it a day and get a drink?” I ask, tucking my hands into my pockets. Kate doesn’t look directly at me. Probably still embarrassed about last night. That’d be like her, to get kinky and then blush about it. Worth it though, for me to fill that ass with cum. Who knew that Marlowe and I could fuck a girl together and like it?

That’s progress, eh?

My eyes move to Lo’s, and I find that he’s looking right at me. Neutral expression. No scowl this time. I am impressed.

He knows I’m thinking about last night, too. He’s so affectionate with Kate. I see him do it, and I want to be the one fucking doing it. Makes sense, I suppose, that loverboy would be the one to take the lead in the romance department.

“I want to look at the ocean,” I add, gesturing in that general direction. “Want to find a place on the water for dinner?”

“That sounds really nice,” Kate replies, and then she looks up and I can’t help myself.

“Who are you in love with?” I ask, and it sounds like a goddamn plea instead of the whip sharp command I thought I was giving. Yep. I’m screwed. I have fucked myself.

She meets my eyes, entirely unashamed.

“You, Tanner.” Kate smiles at me, and I feel like I’ve been punched. Brooks sighs, and Marlowe snorts like he finds the whole thing ridiculous. “I’m in love with you.”
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Katelynn Poppy is drunk.

It’s cute. She’s funny as hell. She’s sitting across from me with Marlowe on her left. Fucking Marlowe. Brooks is sitting across from her, and I’m on his right. My body feels wrong, like I should be in the east, but what can you do? The table is a rectangle, one side pressed against a decorative planter box with a small plexi-glass half-wall above it to block out the wind.

The bay is beautiful this evening with the sun setting over it. Molten gold melts into the navy water, and a sea of colorful boats bobs in the harbor. It’s almost too much for my brain. Over a year spent in the Witchwoods, and something changed inside of me. I saw darkness more often than light, trees more often than people, and despite Brooks’ insistence, I didn’t think I’d ever see this world again.

“You have no idea the shit that Fernanda gets up to,” Kate slurs, picking at what’s left of her fish and chips. “She’s so kinky. She makes me feel boring and vanilla.” Kate jams a cold fry into her mouth, closing her eyes as she savors it.

I spin my beer bottle around, nowhere near the blood alcohol level that would promise oblivion. Can’t let myself get there. Brooks is going to drive us home, but still, if something happens, I need to be able to protect this beautiful woman sitting kitty-corner to me and talking nonsense.

“Boring and vanilla?” I ask, failing to keep the amusement from my voice. I’m not trying to tease her, but damn. Has she met herself? “Kate, you’re into orgies, bukkake, and somnophilia. The only time you eat vanilla is if it’s part of a sundae. Were you in the kitchen with us last night?”

“Hey.” She slaps her hands on the surface of the table, the orange of her hair picking up on the dying light of sunset. Fuck. She isn’t supposed to be this pretty. She wasn’t this pretty when we first met. And I don’t mean the Witchwoods magic changed her. It’s her personality. First time in my life that I’ve wanted to fuck somebody’s personality. “This is all new for me.” She’s slurring again as she turns to Marlowe, poking him in the center of his chest. “Y’think I did any of that stuff with Nathan?”

Marlowe bares his teeth at her. I’ve been living and working with the man for eight months, and I’ve never seen an ounce of warmth or caring in him. But when he looks at Kate? Even with an expression like that, it’s so goddamn obvious.

I work my jaw in frustration and Brooks scoffs, turning away with a shake of his head. He stares out at the water with the same level of awe that I feel in my chest. He was in the woods for more than two years.

He was completely alone for half of it.

“Don’t bring Nathan up ever again. That impotent little fuck is only lucky to be alive. I really want him dead, Kate.” Marlowe is a little drunk, too. He squints at her. “Do you ever think about killing Miriam?”

“You guys’ve spent too much time in those woods,” Kate mumbles, swaying a bit in her seat as she picks up her drink. “Murder isn’t a viable solution to problems.”

“Agree to disagree,” I reply easily, and Brooks laughs.

“To get rid of all your lovers, I’d have to be a serial killer.” Kate is finally looking at me, her gaze directly on mine. I take another sip of my beer, just enough to knock the edge off. I tap my fingers on the side of the bottle, watching as the wind sneaks around the plexiglass barrier to ruffle Kate’s beautiful hair. “What’s your body count anyway?”

“My body count?” I ask, giving it some thought. “I’ve never actually killed anybody. Not a lot of people in the Witchwoods make it past the first night. The Hag usually takes care of ‘em. If not her then something else. Gore-bear. Flash-toad. We have these tiny spiders there that can kill a grown man with a single bite.”

“Not that sort of body count.” Kate puts her face in her hand and moans. “How many people have you slept with? That’s what body count means now.”

Brooks and I exchange a look.

“What the fuck is wrong with this generation?” I ask him, and he laughs, big shoulders shaking. “Body count? Ah, hell.” I rub at my face with my hand, trying to count in my head. I never bothered to keep track, so it’s hard to say. “Brooks, you want to field this question?”

“I’ve only slept with three women besides you, Kate. You and I have the same ‘body count’.” Brooks snorts at the term, but all he’s done is buy me time. Kate is still staring at me.

“I never bothered to keep track. Nothing mattered to me, not even myself. I didn’t have enough brains in my skull to think ahead or consider what sort of future to look forward to.” I shrug one shoulder, but Kate leans in, offering a tantalizing view of her breasts. She really has the worst taste in clothes, but somehow that’s sexy to me. Her bad fashion makes my cock hard. How do I explain that? I just want to strip her down until she’s naked. She looks best like that.

“Did you do kinky stuff with them?” she asks, cocking her head slightly to one side. Ebon lands on her shoulder, and Kate just chuckles, lifting a French fry up and feeding the bird. Suppose that’s one good thing I got from my prick of a father. He taught me everything he knew about birds, information and skills I never cared about until I was trapped in a magical forest. “Like the stuff that we do?”

Now that makes me laugh.

“With a one-night stand? Are you fucking kidding me?” I take another drink of my beer, loving the way Kate’s braid slides over her shoulder and nearly falls into her tartar sauce. If Marlowe hadn’t caught it, she’d have been in desperate need of a hair wash. He pushes her hair back, but she doesn’t look at him.

Just me.

I finish off my drink just in time for the waiter to stop by so I can order another. Kate also orders another drink, but I’m not sure if I should let her have it.

“So … that’s a no then?” she asks, and I laugh. God. Is she jealous?

“You know.” I put my forearm on the table and then I lean in too, just to get a little closer to her. “The only person who’s slept with me in the past forty years is you. Nobody even remembers me.”

Kate hiccups, and her cheeks turn pink.

What the hell? How can I want to hold her tight and also pin her down and rail the fuck out of her at the same time? I sit back and run my fingers through my hair.

“Mrs. Madsen remembers you,” she says gently, but something about my statement hit her hard. I don’t know why. I feel bad about saying it, even though it was meant to make her feel better.

Deep breaths, Tanner.

I can throw Kate over my shoulder, take her to bed, show her a good time. This emotion shit? I don’t even know where to go with it. I have zero experience. For a brief second, I’m glad that Marlowe’s there to feel things with Kate. Brooks is too hard-up. I’m too … whatever it is that I am.

Kate hiccups again and, when her drink comes, I steal it from her. Neither she nor Marlowe needs more alcohol.

“Hey, that’s mine.” She’s pouting now, and all I can do is sit there and flick my tongue against the corner of my lip. What the fucking fuck is that? She’s so hot right now. I want to take her home and spank her ass, and then make love to her, and then fuck her in the mouth, and then cook her pancakes again.

I work my jaw, but when she lunges for the drink, I pull it out of reach.

Kate’s making a face at me, puffing air into her very pink cheeks.

“Time to go?” Brooks asks, sounding bemused. “You’re adorable, Kate, but you’re drunk off your ass.”

“You be quiet, you bossy dick.” She slumps back into her chair with a groan, rubbing at her face with both hands. “Ugh. Why couldn’t the spell have just worked? This is fun. I … really like spending time with you guys. Imagine if it had worked? We could just focus on the business and fixing up the house.”

Neither Brooks nor I say anything, so Marlowe fills in the space for us. He’s still got a lot to learn, too. Maybe he doesn’t understand the implications yet, huh? Back to the fucking Witchwoods we go. Assuming that the spell Brooks is cooking up doesn’t close the gate with us on the other side. He thinks that we’ll be okay if we don’t speak, but he doesn’t know shit. It’s all theory at this point.

“How many kids should we have?” Marlowe asks, and he’s a little bit pouty, too. “I want two. So two each? Six?”

Kate is staring at him like he’s lost his mind.

“Is there a spell to switch bodies or something?” she mutters, her vowels long and low and slow. I take a sip of the drink she ordered, but it tastes like liquid candy. I can’t do it. I’m calling uncle. “If you want that many kids, you can get pregnant with some of them.”

“There’s a spell to switch sexes,” Brooks says with this cocksure little grin. “We could make things happen like that.”

Kate’s eyes brighten up, but Marlowe is gagging over there.

“Fuck no. I don’t want to be pregnant. I’d rather have zero kids.”

She elbows him in the side, and he grunts but doesn’t retaliate. Far too drunk for that.

Kate’s gaze slips back to mine, like there’s something she wants to say to me.

I decide to find out as we walk back to the car. Brooks is supporting Marlowe because Marlowe would never let me do the supporting. Okay by me. I’ve got my arm wrapped around Kate. I would’ve just carried her, but she doesn’t want me to. She insists on stumbling down the sidewalk with my help.

“I want to talk to you about some stuff,” she murmurs, and I give a little laugh.

“You sure this stuff can’t wait until tomorrow?” I ask, but she shakes her head emphatically, braid flying around and slapping me like a whip. Oh, I like that.

“No.” She stops walking and tries to turn and face me. Nearly falls over. I catch her by putting my hands on her hips, and she gives me the cutest little drunk face I’ve ever seen in my life. “There’s a lot. I’m just going to lay it out.”

“Mm-hmm.” I cock a brow at her and wait. “Go on, kitten. I’m listening.”

She lifts her chin, but she’s still got droopy eyes and a bit of a sway going on.

“I’m going to regret this in the morning,” she mumbles, her gaze drawn to a glowing banana slug in the parking lot next to us. It’s as big as a car, bright yellow with brown spots. If you fall in the woods near one, it’ll try to slime itself over your body and digest you while you’re still alive. Luckily, they’re slow and stupid, and you can just stab the soft-skinned fuckers. Kate tucks her hair back behind her ears, and her bandanna comes loose. I catch it when it falls, tucking it into her front pocket as she gapes up at me with rapid blinks. “Whatever you want to do to me, I want it. I have no limits.”

“Mmm.” It’s the only response I’m capable of. She’s too drunk for me to take any of this seriously. “I’m thrilled to hear that. You sure though? Maybe we should talk about this tomorrow?”

“Use a truth spell on me.” She points at herself, taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders. “I’m serious. I’m … I want to try stuff with you.” Her eyes shift to the side, back to the giant banana slug again. It’s no threat. We’d have to stand still for thirty minutes for the damn thing to get to us. It’s heading right for a homeless guy, but I honestly don’t give a fuck. I’m kind of a prick like that. My coven matters. Mostly, Kate matters. “Like what you said the other night … with no safe words …”

“Ahh, yeah. We definitely need to talk about that while you’re sober. Torture by orgasm is a big deal, little kitten. Like I said, you have claws but you’re fluffy as fuck, too.”

Kate works her jaw, just like I did earlier. She’s annoyed with me. Don’t care. I like her too much to risk regrets in the morning.

I glance over to see that Brooks has deposited a floppy Lo on a wooden bench. A man shuffles up to Brooks and, if I’m not mistaken, threatens him. He’s got a knife in his hand for sure.

Huge mistake.

The man’s jacket catches on fire, and he screams as he stumbles off. Brooks waves his hand and puts the fire out. Nicer than I would’ve been. But hey, maybe that guy will think twice before trying to rob his next victim?

Kate doesn’t notice any of that. She’s too out of it, yawning and rubbing at her face with a tattooed hand. It looks good on her, all of that Witchwoods ink. It shimmers and shifts across her skin as the evening turns to night. It feels wrong to just stand here and talk. In the Witchwoods, talking outside at night is the easiest way to die.

“Tanner, I want you to know that I didn’t mean to … It’s not like I favor Marlowe or Brooks over you. I … we … you’ve been so great to me from the beginning, and they’ve been dicks. It’s not … you’re …” She groans and presses both of her palms against her face.

I exhale, keeping my hands on her hips. I want to move them over her body, but not out here. Kate is mine, and if some guy comes up and points a knife at her, then I won’t be pulling back the way Brooks did. I’ll just fucking kill him. We should go home. This isn’t the right place for a conversation this deep.

“Kitten, don’t.” I take her hands down from her face and put mine there instead, my fingers pressed against either side of her jaw. I like the look of it, my rough witch-inked hands touching the smoothness of Kate. I brush a thumb over her lips. “Let me do the work, baby. But tonight, I’m taking you home to sleep.”

She looks like she might protest, but then she sways again. Kate puts her hand to her head and groans.

“I drank too much. You’re right. We should go home.” She turns and trips over a crack in the sidewalk. I catch her waist, and she glances over at me in surprise. When I lift her into my arms, she struggles but she loves it. We both know that.

Only, let’s talk turkey while we’re sober before we head any further down that particular path.

“This is way too romance novel for me. Put me down, Tanner. I’m serious.”

“Eh, I said I needed consent for those other things. Not for this. Unless you can kick my ass, I’m not putting you down.”

She bites me in the shoulder, but the sting of her teeth through my shirt only makes me groan.

“Did you just bite me, witch?” I ask with a laugh, and that calms her down, that sound. Not sure what to make of that. She’s happy if you’re happy, dipshit. Fuck. I heft her up a little and keep walking, passing Brooks and Lo on the way back to the truck.

“I did, and I’ll do it again,” she says, but it’s definitely not a threat, so I walk a little faster. I’m not planning on fucking her when we get home (Kate’s too drunk), but if she keeps biting me, I might not be able to control myself. It’s better if we get back to the house—quickly.

“I hope we aren’t being filmed,” Kate whispers, and then I’m at the truck door and setting her down again. It’s enough to jolt her eyes open for a few seconds. She puts her hands on my shoulders and we stare at each other. “Wake me in the morning with a fuck,” she says, and then she turns away and flops across the back seat.

“You’re outmatched,” Brooks tells me, dragging a groaning Marlowe past. He opens the passenger side door and shoves our Westwoods in with little effort. Lo slumps against the door as soon as Brooks closes it, and he looks so much nicer when he’s asleep like that. Hides his poisonous mouth.

“Outmatched?” I repeat as Brooks and I head for the driver’s side.

“With Kate. Don’t even try.” He leaves it at that and hops in the front.

I climb into the back, gently lifting Kate’s head into my lap so that I can shut the door. She comes to with a yawn and heavy lids, swiping her hair back from her groggy, pink-cheeked face.

“Who are you in love with?” I breathe, leaning in close and watching her go cross-eyed as she tries to stare at my mouth.

“You,” she moans, and then she falls right back into my lap with a groan. I can’t help myself. My fingers find her hair and thread through the orange and black strands. We’re usually wearing our hats, so I don’t get enough opportunities to touch it like this.

The urge to say I love you back to Kate overwhelms me, but I can’t tell if I want to say it because she wants to hear it or if …

My body glows in the back seat of that truck, and I close my eyes.

Love at first sight, she said. Yeah. I knew it. I know it. Kate looked me dead in the eye on day two and brought up Bonnie fucking Tyler. Looking for something between us that we could share, giving me something to hold onto.

That question was like a hand, outstretched in the dark.

“What’s it mean?” I ask Brooks, keeping my eyes closed. “Us, glowing.”

He thinks about it for a minute, fingers tapping on the steering wheel in thought.

“I have no idea. My mentor never mentioned it. Never saw it in the coven that got sent home.”

I open my eyes and he meets my gaze in the mirror.

“Could be …” Brooks begins, never taking his eyes off of me. He doesn’t need to look at the road because he put his hat back on, the cone squashed against the roof of the truck. That one big eye keeps a lookout for traffic signals so he doesn’t have to. “That it’s unique to our situation.”

“Everything in the Witchwoods glows,” I remind him, and he laughs at me. I lift my brow in challenge. What’s so funny about that? It’s the goddamn truth. That forest is on fire with color, one of its only pleasant qualities.

“Then why didn’t that other coven glow? How about my mentor?” Brooks holds my gaze, and I can’t look away. He’s good at this, getting me to listen to all the things I don’t want to hear but absolutely need to.

“Look at you,” he said on our first night in the cabin together, “it’s like you don’t want to escape. Like you have nowhere to go.”

“The glow is magic, and our magic is best when there’s a connection of some kind, Tanner. If I had to place a bet, that’s what I’d say it is: connection.” He turns his gaze back to the road, but all of the eyes on his hat shift around the cone to stare backwards at me.

I lay my glowing hand against the side of Kate’s face.

Yeah, I don’t need to say it. I’ll earn it.

I’ll earn it.

With actions.

I’m fucking her awake in the morning for sure.
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Kate is an angel in her sleep.

I lick my thumb to get it slick, and then I run it gently over her bottom lip. Her mouth is parted, and her breathing picks up at the touch.

We’re the only ones in the room; the curtains are still closed.

I reach back and flick one open, just enough for a bit of gray light to filter into the room. The color on Kate’s face changes, adding a bit of pink to her lips. She’s mostly still in shadow, but there’s a hint of her profile now.

The blankets are at her waist, baring the baggy t-shirt she put on when we got home. That’s all she’s wearing, just the t-shirt.

I bite at my lip as I run my thumb over her hungry mouth and down her chin, the curve of her bared throat. Against the high neckline. I move down the bed and pull the blankets with me. There’s Kate, naked from the waist down.

“Time to get up, kitten.” I slide my arms under Kate’s thighs and grip her hips with tight fingers, pulling her to my mouth. Hot, long lick down the outside of her. Another lick back up. Kate moans and bucks her hips, but her eyes don’t open. She’s clutching the pillows on either side of her head. Is she awake? I suck her clit into my mouth and she writhes for me. Fuck. Not sure how long I can be down here today. I want her this morning with an urgency that’s making me fucking crazy.

Kate tries to close her thighs, but I hold her still, dipping my tongue to the sweetness of her opening. Pushing in, feeling her try to ride my face. I lock my hands even tighter on her hips, dragging my tongue back to her clit. Flicking it. Pushing a single finger in.

She thrusts against me desperately, her breathing picking up again.

Kate climaxes so hard on my fingers that I have to put some effort in just to move them, to finish her with my tongue as her eyes flutter open. She’s surprised for a fraction of a second. Kate’s eyes flick down to mine, finding me crouched between her thighs and staring at her with what little self-control I have left.

I surge up the bed and she makes this noise that has me coming apart. I’m putting one hand on the pillow beside her head, using the other to guide my cock to her pulsing cunt. She’s still in the aftershocks of a climax, and I want to feel it.

“Tanner—” she starts breathlessly, and I drive into her. “Oh God.” Kate tilts her head back into the pillows, digging her nails into my arms. “Holy shit.”

I fuck her until she can’t talk, until she’s grabbing at me. Kate bucks hard, fighting me, and I pin her down, so that I can make her come for a second time. I’m panting over her but laughing, too, biting her lower lip gently and tugging on it.

“Do you see what I mean? Torture by orgasm.”

Kate says nothing, trying to catch her breath, holding tight to my arms.

I start to move again, and she groans, writhing underneath me.

“Don’t stop until you want to stop,” she tells me, and I kiss her again. Take her hands. Pin them to the mattress on either side of her head.

“Don’t say that: I will never want to stop.” My voice is a rolling growl, almost a threat.

It fucking hurts to keep going when I want to come, but I don’t let myself finish yet. I grit my teeth. I bite my tongue. I don’t think about how badly I want to fill her up, how much I want to see it drip out of her and onto our sheets.

Kate lets herself go for me, tears jiggling at the corners of her eyes.

“Say it.” I’m panting. I’m an idiot. I’m glowing and so is she.

“I love you, Tanner.” Just that, a little whisper. I kiss her and we go there again. This time, I relax my body and let myself fall with her. Hips pumping. Her legs spread wide. I slam deep and we both groan, her arms grabbing at my neck, nails in my upper back. “Shit.”

She’s cursing and laughing a little in my ear.

“Oh my God. That was … what the fuck was that?” she asks, all rosy-cheeked and well-fucked. As she should be. Obsession and sex, my specialties. And Kate loves it all. My threat of being an asshole isn’t panning out, is it? She likes it too much.

“We could go all night, see how many we could get before you stopped liking it. See how long before I stop, period.” I kiss the side of her neck before I sit up, and she shivers underneath me. Kate stares up at me with parted lips, slightly dazed. She looks content, and my lips curve up in a smile, the skin around my scar pulling tight. “Though I have a feeling your threshold might be higher than my restraint.” I run my hand over my mouth, sucking on my thumb and tasting Kate’s cunt.

“Does it feel good to come in me?” she asks, rubbing her hips against mine. I bite my lip and then lean down for her. Our mouths meet as she puts a hand on the back of my neck.

“Kate, you’re a dream.” I kiss her again, but then I pull away and stand up before we lose the day. I would love to lose our day—but not when we’re being stalked. I fucking hate being the prey. My job is as a hunter, and that Hag Wytch is getting in my goddamn way. “Does it feel good when I come in you?” I return the question and Kate flushes, sitting up and closing her knees.

“If it didn’t, I wouldn’t let you do it.” She smiles at me. “I would kill you in your sleep. Make you love me and then slit your throat.”

“Brooks told me I was outmatched by you last night.” I walk back over to the bed just as Kate turns and throws her legs over the mattress. I kick them apart and she gasps, falling back when I lean forward. But I don’t touch her. I want her to anticipate my next move. “But I don’t know if I believe that. I’m going to go all in and assume you’re not going to kill me. Come on. I bet there’s breakfast.”

There is.

Brooks made some cream cheese pastry thing. Fresh coffee. Marlowe looks fine, no sign of a hangover. He gives me a look when we walk in, and I know that he’s annoyed that I was upstairs with Kate. Doesn’t say anything though, and that’s all I can ask.

Kate scoots around me and takes her usual chair. I take mine.

“We’ll finish the Pink Lady soon, and then what happens with work?” Brooks is looking right at Kate, but she’s digging into a pastry, closing her eyes and moaning in a way that makes me wish I’d given myself multiple orgasms.

“We have other clients scheduled already, but not for a while. Not because we couldn’t book anything else, but because I didn’t think we’d finish the current job so quickly. We’re way ahead of schedule.” Kate’s lips twist up in a smile, but she’s still staring at her plate instead of any one of us. “Rather, I thought it was only going to be me painting it.”

“This work break is going to be our window to deal with the gate again.” Brooks takes a sip of his coffee, and all six eyes on his hat go wonky from the caffeine. “We should get started on the spell prep today though.”

“Works for me.” I shrug and grab a … whatever the fuck this baked thing is.

“Let’s just get it over with,” Lo gripes, crossing his arms. “The Hag was all the fuck over the glass when I got up. Every window. Every reflective surface.”

Kate nearly chokes on her food, but when all three of us stand up to help her, she waves us off.

“No, I’m good.” She takes a quick drink of her own coffee, but only Marlowe and I sit down. Brooks stays standing. “How do we close the gate? You haven’t said.”

Brooks sighs and stares her down. He doesn’t mention that the Hag is in the reflection on the back door behind her for the fucking hundredth time.

This owl bitch is going into the woods or she’s staying out here. I don’t care which, but my wife isn’t living in the same realm as a vengeful god. Not happening. I’ll do whatever needs doing.

Any sacrifice is an acceptable sacrifice—except for our Northwoods.

I decide to say it first.

“We have to go back into the woods, Kate.”
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Kate

It’s hard to focus on painting when I’m nursing three brand-new romances.

Somehow, I muddle through a morning at the Pink Lady without having sex (a literal miracle).

I don’t even cave when Brooks takes his shirt off halfway through the workday, using it to mop sweat from his brow. Beads of liquid glisten on his pecs, his abs, slither down to the waistband of his jeans. Fuck. I force myself to turn away and climb the scaffolding, searching for any necessary touch-ups.

We’re almost done here, and the feeling of accomplishment is bright and exhilarating in my chest. It’s like a lantern, warming every bone, heating my blood. The house looks beautiful, stately and fresh and obnoxiously pink against the gray ocean in the west.

I set my paintbrush aside and flop into a more restful position, one palm braced behind me, legs kicked out, ankles crossed. As I sip my water, I study the hulking green house across the street. The Carson Mansion is one of the most beautiful historic homes in the country (in my opinion). I know for a fact that the club that owns it hires painters from out of state, even flies them in to do the job.

Humboldt Bay, just one block over, is a harsh mistress. Salt and fog strip color from these old houses like a lurking monster with an appetite. When the Carson Mansion needs to be refreshed with a new paint job, maybe the owners will look across the street and see what I’ve done for its pretty little sister.

I close my eyes and enjoy the sunshine, the sound of the waves, the chatter of the men down below.

A breeze tickles loose strands of hair across my face as I open my eyes … and find several cars pulling up to the curb on either side of my truck. People get out. People with phones. And GoPros. And selfie-sticks.

Shit.

I deal with the paint and the brushes up top, shoving several into the pockets of my overalls, and then I rappel down the side of the scaffolding in my harness. I try not to rush because I’m not even sure that a witch can survive a fall from that high up, but it’s hard to stay calm knowing that we’re about to be ambushed.

Thus far, the foreboding spell on the house has prevented people from knowing where we go when we leave. They’re just not around to see our truck or track our movements. But I guess the cat is out of the bag. It was only a matter of time.

“Put your shirts back on,” I choke out when I turn around and realize that all three of the men have shed their tops. “Quickly.” I glance over at the table where our witch hats are sitting. I understand that they store magic over time, that they make casting easier, but oh God …

I grab a tarp and toss it over them.

“What the fuck is happening?” Marlowe demands, yanking his shirt over his head.

Tanner and Brooks are slower to comply, their attention on the wrought iron fence that surrounds the property and the people that’ve just shown up to film us.

“Shirts. Please.” I yank my phone from my pocket and open my socials.

There’s a video of us, right there in my feed. I don’t even want to click on it because I fucking know what it’s going to show me, and I’m terrified. How … how did somebody film this?

I tap the video as all three men peer over my shoulder. Lots of sweaty, muscular male pressed all up against me, and I can’t even appreciate it because I’m staring down the barrel of yet another nightmare.

Somebody. Filmed. The. Zombie.

They filmed it floating through the dark, empty woods around the Witch’s Tree. The woods that nobody can access without shitting their pants in terror. The shadow hands don’t show up, but it’s more than enough to see the corpse do its shambling walk (that was me) and then fling its hand into the trunk of that god-forsaken tree.

There’s us, four idiots with no shirts and witch hats. There’s the zombie, shoving itself into the Witchwoods like someone trying to jam a square block into a round hole. Only … nobody is touching it. The corpse is twisting and shoving and disappearing all on its own.

Drawing sigils in the dirt. Chanting in whispered tongues. Dancing around a fire. Bleeding ourselves into the dirt.

Luckily for us, whatever fucking trail cam was used to capture this footage can’t see us having sex since we’re on the opposite side of the tree for that. But … that’s only a small consolation.

No, the footage can’t capture the Hag Wytch. Or the glowing vulture. Or the magic inside the sigils we drew. But does any of that matter?

I start scrolling my feed, and I see that the original video was posted early this morning.

How did I forget about trail cams?! When was that even installed? Before the fear spell? After?

No, they had to have done it after because there aren’t any videos of my friends going through the tree.

I click on the account that posted the video, and I see that they have a bunch of others. One is titled Overwhelming TERROR in the Witchwoods—and How We BEAT It. Quickly, I scroll through and see that the fuckers who run this account experimented to find the edge of the fear spell. Took a step forward, let the terror wash over them, stepped back and realized it was all fake.

They basically shoved their way through the magic, sobbing and shaking and even pissing themselves. They weren’t brave enough to put their hands in the tree, but they left the trail cam behind.

I close my eyes.

I want to scream.

I want to hunt these influencers down and show them how very real the magic is.

I want to use my affinity with the earth and strangle the people on the other side of this gate with plants.

Can’t do any of that. Have to be rational. Have to make myself breathe.

“Let’s pack up and go home for now.” I drop my phone by my side, ignoring the small group outside the gate. Just three people. For now. The zombie video has five million views already. Five million. It’s been up for a matter of hours. “We’re ahead of schedule anyway. What’s a few extra days?”

“Should we spell ‘em off?” Tanner asks, reaching under the tarp and pulling out a small charm. It’s shaped like a miniature book. He fans the pages with his thumb, but I’m already shaking my head.

“No. No spells. No magic. No shirtlessness. Keep yourselves clothed and pretend to be human.” I eye the tarp and try to figure out what to do with the hats. Mine is trying to chew a hole through the blue plastic already. Of course it is. Of course. “Gather these up and don’t let anybody see them. Don’t talk to those people either, no matter what they say.”

“Hey!” a guy calls out, waving at us from the direction of the sidewalk. “How about an interview? I’ve got two million followers on my channel.”

“No talking, no spells.” Tanner smiles meanly, and my heart jumps. I wonder if he has a bite mark on his shoulder from when I bit him last night. “How about some good old-fashioned ass kicking?”

“I wouldn’t mind beating some YouTuber’s ass.” Marlowe’s dark eyes shine as he narrows them in the direction of the still-shouting asshole and cracks his knuckles. He and Tanner share a look of companionable violence.

Aw, bromance. So cute.

“No bloodshed,” I add with a sigh, reaching up to rub at my temple. “What did I tell you last night? Murder is not the answer to every problem.”

“No, it’s the answer to some problems,” Tanner corrects, and Marlowe smirks in agreement. That threesome did them some good, didn’t it? Did me some good, too. I learned a lot about them both. “Not this one though. I’m not suggesting we garrote the man. Just some fisticuffs between friends.”

“Fisticuffs?” I’m watching the street and hoping that a crowd doesn’t form. Not only would that be hellish on our coven in general, but I remember that Tanner in particular doesn’t like crowds much. He really wouldn’t like a crowd of influencers with cameras pressing in all around him.

“They’re both right, Kate.” This is from Brooks, who’s supposed to be the most rational of the three. I glance back at him to see that he still hasn’t put his shirt on. I sigh and turn to face him with my arms crossed. From the corner of my eye, I see Robin Madsen making her way down the porch steps. “We’re not going to live our lives on the whims of other people. Either they fuck off or we make them fuck off. Whether that’s through magic or other means, we do what it takes. I didn’t escape the Witchwoods to become a slave to … reporters.” He chooses the best possible word in his lexicon, but he has no idea.

Everybody is a reporter nowadays. The whole world has a camera. And everyone is watching.

“Could we compromise and put our shirts back on?” I ask, hoping Brooks doesn’t push back for the sake of pushing back. He lifts one corner of his mouth at me and, thankfully, drags the cotton over his head. I love the shape of his lips beneath the white fabric as it scrapes over them, the way his red hair catches the sun when it reappears through the neck hole, the peek of his green eyes. “Fine. If you want to finish out the day while being filmed, fine by me. You just need to understand that once these people start posting our location, more will show up.”

“And we’ll deal with it then.” Brooks picks up a bucket, and my eyes go wide, darting back to the house. We’ve been careful with the magic paintbrushes and rollers, using the disinterest powder and some cloaking charms off the men’s hats to keep them hidden. Those precious charms though? The ones they spent months working on in the woods? They’re running out.

Then what? We don’t have time to make more. We have to close that goddamn gate.

And yet everything you’ve done to close the gate, to make things better, has only made it worse.

“Kate.” Brooks leans down to look at me. “Take a breath for me, okay? It’s going to be fine.”

“I don’t think you”—I turn to Tanner—“or you have any idea what the internet is like. Even Marlowe doesn’t fully understand it. People are ruthless and vicious. A couple of high school kids with their phones out, that’s one thing. But an influencer with the chance of going viral? We’re career-making material, and you have no clue what some clout-chasing asshole might do in order to get footage of us. They’re pushing through the fear spell to get to that tree. One stupid, piss-their-pants step at a time.”

I huff and push my hair back, closing my eyes and already missing that sweet, quiet moment I stole for myself at the top of the scaffolding. This morning in bed with Tanner. Brooks’ pastries. Hugging Marlowe in the quiet, stained-glass-painted light of the foyer.

Alright, Kate. You’ve got this. They’re just people. Not the Hag Wytch. Not killers. Not your ex-boyfriend.

Plain, ordinary people.

I open my eyes to find all three men standing in front of me. Brooks is still holding that heavy bucket of paint like it’s nothing. Tanner is using his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face—revealing his recently tanned midsection in the process. Marlowe has one hand in his pocket, his phone held in the other. He’s scrolling and frowning like he didn’t grow up with flip-phones and pixelated games of Snake.

“You okay, Kate?” Brooks asks, his smile smug and knowing but somehow still soft. No, maybe smug isn’t the word. It’s confidence. He’s brimming with it, but he doesn’t understand.

Marlowe snorts and takes his hand from his pocket, tapping something out on his screen.

“Didn’t think I needed to say this, but I have another rule.” I reach out and grab onto Lo’s phone, but he won’t let me have it. I gentle my fingers, and he releases it immediately. Wow. I love that. I love that gentleness is his great undoing. “No posting on social media.”

I look to see what Marlowe’s done.

He’s on what looks to be his mother’s Instagram account. She’s been bombarded with comments, some of which are really messed-up. Marlowe’s replied to the one with the most likes.

It reads: Your son is long-dead, deal with it. Social media stunts will only get you so far. BTW, nice ass, MILF.

Marlowe’s response? You’re lucky you’re online. Next time you leave a comment like that, we’ll take it to the streets.

I groan, but I don’t delete the comment. He has a right to defend his mom against some basement-dwelling douche.

“Next rule: don’t look at social media. Don’t interact with it. Don’t even think about it. If you do, it’ll take over your brain and make you crazy.” I hand Marlowe his phone back, and he flicks his tongue against the corner of his mouth. It’s a small movement, but it may as well be a threat.

“I thought I was the boss?” Brooks is teasing, but only a little. He’s serious. “Boys, whatever Kate says goes in regards to … this shit.” He gestures at the people on the sidewalk, turns, and heads for the back of the house with his paint bucket in tow.

Tanner wraps the hats up like I asked, bundling them into his arms to carry back to the truck.

That leaves Marlowe.

He clamps a strong hand on my shoulder, and I can’t help the involuntary sigh that escapes me. Two-Million-Followers Guy is still yelling about an interview, but at least the two women aren’t screaming at us.

One does follow Tanner over to the truck, but she doesn’t touch him. Please don’t touch him. Dear God, do not touch him.

I look back at Marlowe and try on a smile that I don’t feel.

“I cannot fucking wait for internet culture to move on from us.” I gesture loosely in the direction of the fence, and Marlowe offers me a smile in return. He draws me into his arms, his lips against my hair.

Marlowe. This is Marlowe we’re talking about. I almost can’t believe it.

Images flood my brain, flickers of Tanner standing above him like a demon. Feelings of being left and lost and forgotten. I snuggle deeper into the fabric of his t-shirt. Licks of sin hit the back of my brain, memories that Lo probably didn’t mean to share. How tight I was around his fingers. How he tried to be clinical about my capture when what he really wanted was to unleash.

How much he hates himself for what he’s done.

How sure he is that he would never do it again.

“If this is bothering you, let’s deal with it,” Lo growls against the top of my head.

I reach up a hand, snagging his sweaty shirt and loving the hot press of the sun on my skin. We don’t get weather like this in Humboldt County very often. I prefer rain, but I like the way the sun heats Marlowe’s skin, the fresh smell of his sweat, the corded muscles in his arms as he brings them around me.

That’s enough to fortify me, the feel of him.

“No, it’s okay. The gate comes first.” Just thinking about the two known people trapped down there is harrowing for me. Although … if we stopped the social media frenzy, maybe that would buy us time to deal with the gate?

I resolve to ask Brooks at the end of the workday.

“Lemonade?” Mrs. Madsen is standing off to one side with a knowing smile. Even though she hit on Brooks and Tanner, she’s a nice person. I feel bad about the bags under her eyes, about the ghost that’s haunting her house. Really, all of that is our fault, a direct result of our actions.

Marlowe was right.

I am selfish.

I would sacrifice the world to save the people I love.

Does that make me a villain?

“Lemonade sounds great,” I tell her, taking one of the glasses. Lo does the same. Robin hesitates, two extra glasses sweating on that metal tray. I give Tanner a look when he comes back, and he sighs before taking one. I grab the last, so I can give it to Brooks myself. “How’s the haunting?”

I try to keep my voice lighthearted, but Robin frowns. Sighs. Tucks the tray under her arm.

“I saw it last night, Kate. The ghost. I actually saw it. All this time, it’s been teasing me. Moving objects. Breaking things.” She shivers and reaches up a hand to touch her ear. “Breathing on me and whispering.”

She saw it? The guys and I exchange looks.

“Ghosts are bad omens,” Marlowe murmurs around a sip of his lemonade.

I want to tell Mrs. Madsen that we’ll help, that we can make the ghost go away, but there is no time in our schedule for collecting corpse fingernails. More than that, I’m realizing that magic is just energy. Just like I can’t run more than a mile or two without needing to stop and rest, I can’t cast like that either.

“Here.” Marlowe reaches into his pocket and removes a charm. It’s just a dried flower with a hook through it (a pale, white hook that may or may not be made of bone). He passes it over and Mrs. Madsen’s eyes shine like he’s her savior. “Keep that on you. It’ll help.”

“It’s beautiful,” she says, examining the flower on her palm. It’s a Witchwoods flower with too many petals and a dark center, nothing at all like I’ve ever seen before. My grandma loved flowers, and I’ve seen a lot. “Thank you. Truly. I already have peace of mind.” She pats him on the shoulder, and then lets her gaze slip to the influencers on the other side of her fence. “Did you need me to call the police? It’s silly nowadays, how made-up videos can get so much attention.”

“No, no police required,” I tell her with a forced laugh, and she smiles at me, slipping the charm into her pocket before moving back toward the house. “Made-up videos. God. Half the world believes we’re performing skits for attention and the other half actually believe we’re witches. I can’t decide which is worse.” I glance over at Marlowe, and this time, I don’t have to force a smile. “That was nice, you know, to give her that. What does it do?”

“It repels ghosts,” he says with a shrug. “When I first got to the woods, they were everywhere. The Hag’s eaten most of them since then, but I couldn’t stand it. None of them have eyes.” He licks his lips. Hot. “I only gave it to her because she reminds me of my mom.”

There’s a beat of tense silence between the three of us as the ghost clacks her blue and white fingernails against the glass of the nearest window.

“She saw it,” Tanner grumbles, taking the extra lemonade from me. We head around to the back of the house to find Brooks. It’s more secluded back here, harder to see from the street.

Brooks accepts the lemonade from his East, studying me before he downs the entire glass in a few artful swallows. The way his throat moves. The slight edge of stubble on his skin. His parted lips. Ugh.

These men are still driving me absolutely crazy.

It just hits different now.

“The homeowner can see the ghost,” Tanner reports, like a general. Brooks’ eyes harden, and the edge of his lip curves up in a grimace. Marlowe looks a bit pale, hands shoved in his pockets. The sun continues to burn away the sea fog.

“Fuck.” Brooks passes the empty glass back to me. “Just … fuck.”

He stayed up all night again last night. I might’ve been drunk, but I also definitely missed having him in bed with us. Poor Southwoods. I need to learn how to write spells, too.

“Let’s bore ‘em to death,” I tell the men, gesturing at the influencers. I might not be able to help with the ghost stuff or the spell writing, but I can handle this. “Once they know there’s nothing to see, they’ll move on.”

Brooks, Tanner, Marlowe … they’re plenty to look at on their own.

The missing Witchwood Boys returned at last.

I finish my own lemonade and return all four glasses to Mrs. Madsen. The ghost watches me the entire time I’m in the house and even though Marlowe is right—she has no eyes, just black pits where eyes should be—I know she can see me.
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We pack up at the end of the day, and I’m relieved to see that there’s only a small group of people waiting for us. Maybe ten in total. We carry our supplies right through them, ignoring their shouts for interviews, the heckling questions, the total bullshit they spew.

Marlowe and Tanner both look like they might throw down, so I touch them. That’s all it takes, my hands on their arms. Brooks, I trust him to control himself against words. If someone were to touch him, it’d be a different matter altogether.

We hop in the truck with Brooks in the driver’s seat. He eases us out of the mess we’re in and takes us back in the direction of the house.

I can’t wait to get there. Grandma’s house has always been my sanctuary. Today, more than ever, I need that. It’s always been home, but having the men live there with me? It’s my favorite place in the world all over again, just like it was when my grandma was alive.

People. People make home. I have people now.

I’m smiling despite the day, but only until we get onto my street.

That’s when the nightmare starts.

Our little side street, with woods across the road and only a handful of houses, it’s swarming.

There are regular people en masse, armed with phones and cameras. I see a drone flying over my roof. There are vans, too, with the names of news stations on them. Unwanted visitors crowd our porch, cluster on our lawn, block our driveway.

“What the fuck?” This from Marlowe as he peers out the window with wide eyes and tight fists. “Did the foreboding spell come down?”

“Goddamn it, don’t these people have any shame?” Brooks asks, stopping the truck in the street as faces turn to look at us, the collective energy of the crowd directed our way.

“Should we go somewhere else for now? Have dinner? Try to come up with a game plan.” This from me. I’m feeling panicked all of a sudden. My house is my safe place. Our safe place. This is our retreat from the world and the Witchwoods both.

Tanner says nothing, staring out at the horde of internet zombies surrounding our house.

“No.” Brooks is stern, hands tightening on the wheel. “I already told you: we are not living our lives according to the whims of other people—especially ones we don’t know and wouldn’t fucking like.” He turns the wheel sharply, hits the gas, and surges up over the curb.

People scramble out of his way. Lucky them because I think he might’ve hit them if they hadn’t. We roll across the grass and park partially in the driveway. Two large vans are parked right there in our space.

The four of us open our doors in unison, heading for the porch steps as a group.

Reporters hound us, yelling and thrusting their mics in our faces. Selfie sticks are jammed into our personal space. There are hands on my arms. Tugging at my clothing. Shouting. Condemnation. A man with a cross is screaming about witches.

“Burn them! They’re satanic! Burn them all!”

The crowd heaves and shoves while treacherous thoughts consume me.

It’s in those few strange seconds that I wonder if it would be such a bad thing, to let the Witchwoods take over the world. Does it really matter? Are the creatures from that place any worse than the ones from this one? We should leave the fucking gate open, see how they like the Hag Wytch singing them to sleep at the end of a moonless night.

Brooks and Marlowe are physically moving people out of our way, but Tanner, he’s as much a zombie as his dad was in the woods. He’s moving, but I can see his shadow looming above him, invisible to the crowd but a block of pure night sky to me, a blot against the yelling and the screaming.

“Burn the witches!”

“Kate, we all know you weren’t camping. Where were you?”

“Can you reveal your identities? Put the Witchwoods legend to rest? There are grieving families out there. You’re preying on their sympathies. Are you okay with that?”

We’ve managed to fight our way from the van to the bottom of the porch stairs, but it’s a struggle for every step. With each person that Brooks and Marlowe move, two more take their place. Tanner is stoic, but resigned …

… until somebody attacks me.

A man snatches me by the hair, and I cry out as my head jerks back.

That does it.

The Eastwoods breaks.

Tanner reaches out and takes the attacker’s arm in-hand, snapping the bone with a tight grip on wrist and elbow. The man—the religious guy, as it so happens—screams bloody murder, but fortunately, with the tight press of the crowd, it’s unlikely that anyone got video.

The screaming only riles the group further, and the crush of bodies presses tighter. The volume of the crowd cranks up. Flashes and recordings and drones and yelling and vehicles and body heat and smells. Body odor, perfume, cologne, and greed.

I feel a warm hand on my side, but a welcome one this time. Tanner wraps his strong arm around my waist and tucks me protectively against him. At the same time, he spins us both to face the sidewalk, turning toward the crowd instead of away from it.

Silver eyes hard.

Mouth in a flat line.

His tattoos writhe on his skin, and I’m grateful that nobody else can see that.

Tanner draws in a long, slow inhale, like he’s trying to calm down. All of the air in the front yard seems to follow that path, flooding in toward him until I see people clutching at their throats. Gasping for breath. Swaying where they stand.

He’s suffocating the entire crowd, all at once. My eyes go wide as I turn to him, but as easy as a blink, everything goes still. No more inhaling. No breeze. Perfect quiet.

“Oh, shit.” That’s Marlowe. The only sound. I hear nothing else.

Tanner exhales, and that’s it.

I see a ripple, almost in slow-motion, hit the crowd. It pushes out in a circle around us, leaving only me, him, Marlowe, and Brooks unaffected. Like a sonic boom, the people closest to us are hit first, like they’ve all been simultaneously punched in the midsection. They fall back as the people behind them double over next, and it’s like a circle of dominos falling around us.

Bodies hit the ground with grunts and cries, some of them still choking for air.

And then they go flying backward, sliding and rolling and tumbling across the ground like they’re caught in a hurricane. My head whips over as a screech sounds from the driveway. First, one white news van and then the other, they fall onto their sides with a horrific crash. The scrape of metal on cement, and they’re no longer on our driveway. The pair of them lie in a street filled with groaning humans.

Marlowe was right: oh, shit. Oh fucking shit. Oh my God.

Tanner has pushed every single person that was on our property off of it. The vans. The religious man with the now-broken arm. The newscasters and the influencers and the busybodies. Not a single person is any closer than the sidewalk.

Sound floods back in. Rough, ragged inhales. Gasps. Whimpers. Cursing.

“Did you get that on camera?” someone asks, and there’s a chorus of responses that range from I think so to fuck yeah, I’m livestreaming! I don’t blame Tanner for what just happened, but I’m in panic mode now.

“Stay calm,” Brooks commands, and the sound of his voice is like an iron rod being shoved into my spine. Straightening it. Keeping me still and rational. He strides over to the truck, opens the tailgate, and yanks out the tarp.

Witch hats fall to the ground in a heap as the yelling starts all over again. A man tries to walk onto the property, and all Tanner has to do is blink. The guy goes flying, slamming into three other people and sending all four of them to the pavement.

Brooks picks up the hats and passes them out.

He yanks his onto his head while staring at the three of us.

“Quickly.” He holds out his hands for the men to take. I grab onto Tanner and Marlowe, and we adjust our circle until we’re each situated in the correct direction. Brooks begins to hum, so I follow suit, catching and holding that eerie tune without issue. I hate performing under pressure. But … I perform better under pressure. Catch-22.

Spontaneous combustion—thanks to Brooks—occurs at my feet, a bonfire springing out of nothing. Overhead, clouds roll in and it begins to rain. It feels like I should be contributing to this magical storm, but I have no idea what to do.

Vines spring from my confusion, spiderwebbing out from where I’m standing. Flowers join the party, blooming in eerie celebration, turning the grass around us into a carpet of orange petals and star-shaped pistils. Pollen is thick and heavy in the air.

We start to dance, and it takes everything I have inside of me not to look at the people around us. Not to think about being filmed. This is why I don’t want to be the leader, I realize. Because I’m trusting in Brooks to get us through this, and I have no idea what else we can do.

We drop hands and throw our arms up, spinning in a circle, skipping, flinging our hands at the fire until it grows larger. Shadows rise behind us, too tall and thin and wicked to be human.

Our audience is wilting away from us like they’ve been poisoned.

My pollen in their noses. Marlowe’s rain on their hair. Brooks and Tanner working together to push the smoke across their eyes, blinding them.

When the boys reach up to tug charms from their hats, I do the same. Tanner reaches out and corrects my grip, from one charm to another. We tug them off, and I try not to notice how barren the cones of our hats have become. We’re going through these charms much faster than the men made them.

We toss the items in the fire, little glass bottles cracking, purple and green liquid oozing and bubbling. The orange flowers in the grass are maturing into pumpkins, big plump squash all around us. How … very apropos.

I’m sure that was all me and my personal perceptions of what a witch is. Doesn’t matter. I imagine the effect would be the same if I summoned a sea of roses or a field of daisies, a chorus of irises or a symphony of lilies.

The dance slows, and Brooks steps forward, right through the flames. He walks through the fire like it’s nothing, takes my face in warm hands and kisses me with such perfect intent and roughly banked fervor that I tremble. An entire conversation happens in that kiss, and I love it.

I’m grabbing at him and leaning in, gripping his shirt and pulling him down to me.

Brooks draws his thumbs down my jaw on either side, stripes of heat left by ember fingertips.

I can handle this. I will handle this. Settle, Kate. His words are in the strength of his touch.

My body presses flush to his, and I can feel his approval for me in his cock. Oh yes, South. Yes.

The moment is cut short by the smell of pollen and smoke and pumpkins that are actively ripening on the vine. By the smell of rain and the now disoriented crowd.

We’re casting the foreboding spell again, aren’t we? But it’s not the same. There’s something more in those charms, in this miasma of energies we’ve created.

Brooks pulls our lips apart and grits his teeth, turning away like he’s in pain. His absence makes room for Marlowe, looming big and angry and dark-eyed out of the smoke the way he emerged from the shadows in the woods.

He was my attacker then. He’s my lover now.

My breath catches.

My heart stutters.

It feels like I am the one that’s being put under a spell.

Marlowe doesn’t touch me with his hands. He leans over me, the brims of our hats crashing together and wrinkling. The teeth on mine catch the fabric on his and, without my permission, my hat’s tongue sneaks out and licks the side of his neck.

I taste his emotions: wide-eyed awe, cruel satisfaction, a slick heat I could drown in.

He kisses me.

It’s a quick, rough, messy kiss, something peppered with emotion. It’s nothing like the practiced, almost sly kisses he gave me before. Some of them were intended to cut. Some were rough, meant to bruise. This is … a gift.

Marlowe ascends as quickly as he descended, moving away from me and leaving space for Tanner.

Oh.

Gold and black hair plastered to his forehead. Shirt stuck to his broad shoulders and strong chest. Silver scar down his face. Tattooed hands reaching for me and falling on my hips.

The press of Tanner’s skin is hot, catching that narrow space between my overalls and the crop top I wore underneath. He warms up my rain-soaked skin, pulling me close and wrapping me up in his embrace. More than that, he cuts through the assault of scents. My lids flutter closed, and I breathe in what feels like pure fucking oxygen mixed with forest and earth and rage.

He wants to be violent.

But not with me.

Never.

I twine my arms around his neck and kiss him back. As our mouths come together, hot and wild in the rain, I hear a rumbling all around us and the ground quivers. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t care.

I nip his lower lip, and he returns the favor, nipping mine. I bite him. He bites me. My entire body is flushed as he hauls me up so that my toes aren’t even touching the ground anymore. I bite him on the neck—hard.

Tanner makes a sound and slides an arm under my ass to hold me as he carries us both up the porch steps and into the house. I look up and over his shoulder just briefly at the last minute, and what I see takes my breath away.

There’s an eerie fog settling over the front yard and the street. People are stumbling down the pavement without their phones and cameras, leaving bags and other items behind them. Nobody is talking.

Marlowe and Brooks are collecting the leftover items in trash bags while pumpkins rot in the front yard, and the unnatural summer rain comes down in a concentrated rush above our house and our house alone.

We’re fucked now. Even with this clean-up, it won’t matter. People were live-streaming. Some of what happened today will make it out into the wide world of the internet.

I can’t bring myself to care at that exact moment.

Tanner gets us to the couch and then turns, slumping down on it. I expect him to fuck me, but then the wave of exhaustion hits so hard that I crumple against his chest and he laughs at me.

“You tired, kitten?” he murmurs gently, lips near my hair. And then, ticked-off and frustrated: “Fuck, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“No,” I correct, lifting my head up to look at him. “They shouldn’t have done that. Swarmed us at our home.”

His silver-blue eyes shimmer, and he offers a slight shake of his head.

“I could deal with that. What they shouldn’t have done is touch you.”

Despite my exhaustion, there’s a creeping heat in my skin that I can’t shake.

My hand comes to rest softly against the side of Tanner’s face, and he closes his eyes, relaxing into the touch. We should probably go back out and help Brooks and Marlowe, but I also know that Tanner needs this space to decompress. The cleanup can wait a minute. Besides, that fog outside hasn’t gone anywhere, blurring the edges of the world and making it feel like our house is the only house in the world.

Just like the Witchwoods.

One cottage and no other people.

It’s relaxing to step outside of society like this. I take a sudden breath, and it tastes like freedom. Our coven does exist outside of the world. I can take a break from everything with these men.

Even going viral.

I can escape that, too.

But not the Wytch. The Wytch. The wicked Wytch.

“I almost killed the one that grabbed you,” Tanner grumbles, sliding his thumb along my bottom lip and collecting rainwater. He licks it off, and I mimic the movement, cleaning my own lips off with my tongue. Tastes like salt and smoke. More than that, I taste like Tanner. I kiss him again, just a quick press of lips to refresh the taste and enforce it. “I should have killed him. No, what really should’ve happened is I shouldn’t have let him get ahold of your hair in the first place.”

Tanner is furious, but doing an admirable job of controlling himself. He thinks he screwed up. Maybe he’ll forgive Marlowe for the Witch’s Tree incident now? I hope so.

“Life doesn’t always go the way we want or expect, Tanner. Don’t worry about it. You had my back. That’s all I could ever ask for.” I press my forehead to his and he deflates the way Marlowe does. Both of them are slaves to a soft touch. Brooks is a little different. “I don’t need or want you to be perfect. I’m certainly not.”

Tanner relaxes back into the couch cushion, and the grandfather clock ticks slowly away in the corner. Counting down the seconds. Counting down until what, I haven’t decided yet.

His eyes find mine as I rest my hands on his shoulders, encouraging my soft body to mold to his much harder one. I’m happy here on his lap. I could sit here forever. Although, it’s quite possible I’ll fall asleep soon.

Spellcasting is exhausting work.

He catches my chin in his fingers, and I bite down on his thumb.

We both like that.

Tanner reaches up with his free hand and shoves the brim of his hat out of the way so that he can see me better, wolf ears half-cocked. He flicks the brim of mine up with two fingers, and nearly cuts himself on one of its sharp fangs.

He brings my mouth in toward his, but he doesn’t kiss me. He hovers, and it’s frustrating.

I really fucking want him to kiss me.

I try to kiss him instead, but he tightens his fingers on my chin, putting a stop to that.

“You’re wrong, Kate. We’re perfect together.” He gives me a shit-eating grin, and I scoff.

“There’s one of those hotshot lines again,” I start, but then he finally kisses me and the words are stolen away by hot tongue and cool wind, a breeze ruffling the curtains behind Tanner’s head like a haunting.

I reach down to undo his pants, and he stops me with a hard hand on my wrist.

“Just because it’s a hotshot line doesn’t make it untrue, Kate. You’re just the only woman I’ve never lied to.”

Oh.

I finish undoing Tanner’s pants and only leave his side long enough to shed my overalls, climbing over him and sinking down on his cock until our bodies meet.

With the front door thrown wide, and an eerie mist creeping into the foyer, I fuck my man while the unease of foreboding spreads across the city. When the other two come back, I fuck them, too.

And still, the grandfather clock ticks.
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Kate

I’m yawning in a chair at the breakfast table, morning sunshine turning the kitchen into something gilded and magical. We all slept like the dead last night, Flick curled up at our feet, Stix in our pillows, and Ebon perched on our headboard.

I’m starting to wonder how I ever survived living in this house all alone. I can handle a lot. I think I’m a pretty resilient person, but the loneliness was killing me. That’s my weakness. I crave company (the right kind of company), and I didn’t even know it.

A smile teases my lips as I cut a bite of the eggs benedict that Brooks made.

I’m only smiling because I haven’t picked up my phone yet. Georgia has called thirteen times, so it must be bad. I’ll call her back, but I need coffee, food, and a shower first. Probably sex, too.

“What are you grinning about over there?” Marlowe asks, all sleepy-eyed and hunched over in his hoodie. He has bags under his eyes, and so does Tanner. Not Brooks though. I’m sure I’ve got them, too. That spell was huge. Not only that, but I grew a crop of pumpkins and Marlowe called on a cloud. Tanner suffocated some influencers, and Brooks lit a bonfire that didn’t spread and that he could walk through.

It’s been a week for sure.

“Do you guys want to skip work today? I’ll call Mrs. Madsen and let her know what’s going on. In exchange, we should definitely exorcise that ghost for her. After the gate and stuff, obviously.”

“We’re definitely not going to work today,” Brooks agrees, serving Tanner a plate of food next. He pauses to turn and lean against the counter, sipping his coffee. I give him a look because he might be the leader, but I’m still the boss of my own business. “We’ll stay in for a few days so that I can work on the gate spell. We’re not going back into those woods unless I’ve run all the numbers and decided it’s the only option. Even then, if we do go, we have to get it right the first time.”

I’m more than okay with staying in. I take another bite of my food, and it’s amazing. Perfectly poached eggs. Beautiful bernaise. Honeyed ham. Homemade English muffins. My body needs it, too. I can tell. I’ve lost a little bit more weight from all the spellcasting. I could honestly double my calories and maintain.

Marlowe yawns and lets his head fall back, half-asleep in his chair.

“My mom gave Miriam and Dennis my fucking number. If they ask us over for dinner one more time, I’m blocking them for the rest of my life.” His lips make a cruel but appetizing shape as he ponders that punishment. “No, I might end up killing them both.”

“Stop that. Let’s invite them out to dinner somewhere and get whatever closure you need from them.” I put my fork down and stretch my arms over my head, attracting Brooks’ attention. I sound like I’m quoting him, don’t I? Gross. I lower my voice to mimic his. “But just remember, youngster: they are not our friends.”

That gets all three of them to laugh at me which feels so fucking good.

Last night, we were riding high from the adrenaline of the crowd and the spell.

This morning? I woke up and dove under the blankets, sucked Brooks’ dick until he shot a hot burst of cum on the back of my tongue. And now I’m embarrassed. I yank my t-shirt back down when it shows off my navel.

That’s too much for me right now, his eyes on my belly button.

“I want to take you guys out anyway and show you off. We can get you all dressed up and go out on a double date.”

“I don’t want Miriam there if it’s a date,” Marlowe says, shoving his hood off his oil-slick hair. It catches the light and turns a thousand different colors. It’s almost metallic. With his black eyes, and the tattoos crawling across the backs of his hands and down his arms, he looks anything but human.

Although the rumpled hoodie helps.

It’s almost cute.

Tanner grins, and I flush.

“Just us four then. A proper date. We’ll have to get used to doing it together, since we can never be apart.” He leans in and raps his knuckles on the surface of the table. “Never.”

“Not even for a special one-on-one date?” I sound like I’m pleading, but I think I’ve lost my mind because I want him to confirm that indeed, we must never ever be separated. Georgia is going to kill me.

“A pair of us will sit on the opposite side of the restaurant. How does that sound?” Brooks sips his coffee, his green eyes all over my body. He wouldn’t let me and Tanner help with the cleanup when we finally went outside last night. Brooks ordered us into bed, and I wanted to sleep so badly that I pretended like I only did it to ‘obey’ him.

Then he and Marlowe came back and I made sure to reward them for their efforts. Heh.

“Maybe eventually.” I pick up my fork again. “Let’s go on a date as a coven then.”

I feel so good about what I just said until Brooks ruins it.

“We’ll go as three men with our wife.” Brooks smiles at me, but it’s a challenge, too.

He wants to see if I’ll argue with him since he’s ordering us to do exactly what I want.

Fucker.

“No, as a woman with her three husbands.”

“Same fucking thing,” Brooks replies, and then he rudely sips again. He’s arrogantly sipping. He’s sipping just to dig himself under my skin.

The doorbell rings, and I groan, putting my face in my hands.

Brooks and I were feeling each other right there. We don’t have to go out today. We could be having sex on the kitchen floor.

I drop my hands and stand up.

Not one of the men moves to stop me when I go to answer the door. Not only that, but they don’t seem surprised either. They must know who’s on the other side, one of the only humans determined enough and brave enough to walk through that horrible foreboding spell we cast.

“I was about to call you,” I tell Georgia as I open the door. I’m only surprised to see that she has Fernanda and Tacy with her. Jared honks and waves out the window before driving off.

They’ve brought alcohol.

I look from the brandy in Georgia’s hand to her face.

“Sure. And I was going to come over no matter what you said. Kate. I’m not sure I know how to say this but … what the actual fuck?” She shoves past me to come into the house, footsteps loud on the old creaky floors. She pauses at the kitchen doorway to sigh.

“The sex tape was unfortunate. The zombie thing was bad. I’m … well, I’m not sure that words can adequately describe how damaging yesterday’s incident was. There are dozens of people claiming to have lost an entire day from their memory. Many of them were streaming live when they passed out, and it sure looks like they were here, harassing you in your own front yard.”

“I made a mistake.” Tanner looks over at the women, tossing a bit of ham to Flick. The next piece he throws is stolen out of mid-air by Ebon. Fernanda and Tacy flinch in surprise, but Georgia is unfazed by the six-eyed monster crow with teeth. “Not by breaking that man’s arm, but the rest of it. The magic was a mistake.”

I peek out the front door while they talk, but there’s nobody on the sidewalk or the road. Our spell is so strong right now that even our neighbors left. It’s just us and the woods for several blocks. Fog drifts down the street, fingers of cool white cloud crawling and clinging. What was in those charms that made this spell so much more impactful than the last one?

And why did Brooks look like it hurt him to use those bottles?

“Driving over here was hell,” Tacy tells me as I close and lock the door, guiding the girls into the living room. Georgia doesn’t bother with a glass for the brandy nor does she care that it’s two o’clock in the afternoon. The guys and I slept in really late because of the spell. “I wanted to cry or run or maybe jump off a bridge. I’m not sure.”

“Oh my God, your house.” Fernanda puts her hands over her mouth when she spots the cluster of glowing pumpkins against the far wall. They’re ice blue with red spots. The vines are all over the grandfather clock.

“We thought about picking them, but Brooks says they make a useful poison.” I’m just repeating what I was told, but Georgia gives me a dark look over her shoulder. “We’re not planning on killing anybody.” I roll my eyes, like she’s crazy.

Wait.

I did let the guys talk about murdering the person who posted the sex tape. I agreed with them. I was serious about it. My eyes shift to the pumpkins. No. No. We’d use magic for murder if we needed to. Maybe the pumpkins are for the Hag?

She was flying in circles around the house today, her reflection moving from one window to another as she made her rounds.

I doubt poison works well on a god, but you never know.

My eyes shift to the kitchen. The men haven’t come out yet, offering some small semblance of privacy for me and my girls. Maybe they can stay in nearby rooms and keep up the illusion?

“We’re spending the night with you, Kate. All three of us. You need it. This viral stuff is getting out of hand.” Georgia takes a seat on the couch and relaxes back into it, bottle in hand.

“We can do a spell to fix it, but we were trying to close the gate first. I’m wondering if it wouldn’t be easier to scrub the internet instead.” I let Fernanda have the big cushy chair in the corner, joining Georgia on the sofa. Tacy sits on my other side and we pass the bottle around.

We’ve never once done this, had a day-drinking sleepover.

First time ever.

Seems like the Witchwoods are bringing me closer to the girls and the guys.

I appreciate that.

“Even if you scrub the internet, can you make everyone forget about the woods?” Georgia asks, and I nod. We can do that. Maybe we should do that? I meant to ask Brooks about it.

He comes out of the kitchen, dressed in one of my grandmother’s robes. She had dozens of them, most of them barely used. This one is hand-dyed red and black silk, a gift from one of her friends who runs a booth at the farmer’s market. It’s loosely tied, but hanging off his broad shoulders, showing off that hard-earned muscle in his chest and midsection.

Nathan hit the gym three, four times a week. He was in shape. Somehow, his physique feels manufactured compared to the Witchwood men. They earned every muscle under the threat of death. No, worse. The swallowing of their souls by the Hag. Starvation. Poison. Predators.

My men are built out of threats, survival, and struggle, and I know my girls notice. Georgia purposely stares at the wall. Tacy looks at the coffee table. Fernanda blushes and forces her gaze to the pumpkins growing out of my floorboards.

Brooks quirks the edge of his lip, still sipping coffee in that way of his. I narrow my eyes on him, but what he says next surprises the hell out of me.

“Can I get you ladies anything? Coffee? Eggs benedict? I could whip something sweet up.”

Georgia swings her attention over to him, like she’s as surprised as I am.

Marlowe slips past in his hoodie, pausing to study the women in the room.

My cat is inside his hoodie pocket, tucked up nice and snug, bite-y head peering out with those creepy eyes of hers. She hisses at the girls which is pretty normal behavior for her. Marlowe gives her a two-fingered stroke on the head, and she calms down.

Two fingers. He notices. I notice.

“I’ll be upstairs if you need me,” he says, sucking his lower lip under his teeth before taking off for our bedroom. Our. Yeah, it’s definitely our space now. I wouldn’t want it to be just mine anymore.

I hear Flick barking, and I figure Tanner is taking him out back to play frisbee. Or to kill more of the cute cuddly woodland creatures that live in the vacant forested lot behind the house. Or because he’s tracking the Hag Wytch, checking the buried deer hearts that make up our protection spell. Maybe all of those things.

“Coffee would be lovely,” Fernanda says, turning to look around the edge of the chair at Brooks. He’s leaned up against the wall, casual and confident and sexy. He seems so at home here. Instead of annoying me, the thought makes me happy.

“You walked into those woods and became a fucking saint for us, Katelynn.”

Damn.

He cracked my heart in half with that one.

“Coffee for me, too,” Tacy adds, even though Georgia gives her a look. “I can’t start with the brandy this early or I’ll be asleep by seven. Aren’t we here to help Kate?”

“Of course.” Georgia looks at the bottle in her hand, brown eyes dark, expression contemplative. “We’re also here because of the Hag. The stones you gave us are helping, but we’re still seeing her. The gate is still open, and if you decide to redirect your attention to the internet—which I fully support—we’re going to need to be able to protect ourselves.” Georgia tips the bottle to her lips, chugging down another mouthful of liquor.

“You want to form a coven?” Brooks suggests, reaching up to fix the silk of the robe as it slides down the inked curve of his bicep. It’s like watching a striptease, and he knows it. His verdant eyes are still locked on mine. He’s got a pair of my black sweatpants on underneath it, but that’s it. Barefoot. Shirtless. Domestic, somehow. “That’s probably for the best. It’s going to take me a few days to figure out our options. It’s likely we’ll have to cross into the woods to close the gate, and there’s no guarantee we’ll make it out alive.”

Tacy puts a hand over her mouth and Fernanda chokes on a surprised gasp.

Georgia takes another drink before turning to look at me, sympathy softening the hard edge of her gaze.

I don’t want to think about that. I can’t let myself think about that. One day at a time, that’s what I can do. It just seems so crazy and fucked-up that I’d find happiness for myself, fill in the empty well of loneliness in my heart, only to have it all taken away.

But then … I think I can handle death. I’m not afraid of death. I’m only afraid of being lonely again.

“I’ll write out the spell for you. As I said, we’ll provide the sacrifice.” Brooks pushes up off the doorjamb and moves into the living room to stand on the other side of the coffee table. He lifts up his hand and snaps his fingers, starting a roaring fire in the fireplace.

Tacy gapes, and Fernanda giggles, but Georgia is unfazed.

Outside, it starts to rain even though it’s still sunny.

My grandma called it fox rain because it’s tricky.

Fox rain coming down in sheets.

“What if we stopped the flow at its source?” I suggest, wondering if Brooks knows how to make cinnamon rolls or if we have the ingredients for them in the house. A half-dozen balls of pale white light drift through the wall on my left, floating past Brooks’ head. He waves them off with a tight smile.

“I don’t know what they are, but we call them jack-o’-lanterns. One of a very few harmless creatures from the woods.” Brooks waves his hand again, and the balls scatter through the kitchen wall like panicked insects. Just before they disappear, one of them turns toward me, and I see that it has a little face. The term jack-o’-lantern makes a lot of sense. “By stopping the flow, you mean dealing with … the internet.”

Even the way he says the word makes him seem old-fashioned. Three very distinct syllables there: in-ter-net.

“If the issue is people going through the gate and propping it open for the Hag Wytch, then there are two options. Closing the gate or stopping the people.” When I say it like that, it seems so reasonable.

Brooks crosses his arms, and the robe just gives up and collapses over his shoulders. It pools in the crooks of his elbows and leaves all of that tattooed skin on display, the scars on his collarbone that are mimicked on my own skin. Our coven. The mark of us.

“True. We could dissolve the crowds and stem the fervor. But.” He exhales, and the fire jumps as if in response to his breath. Ebon comes wheeling into the living room, settling herself on the top of the grandfather clock. “That won’t bring the police officers back or stop the investigation.” He offers a wry smile. “It won’t stop the Hag. I’ll think it over, work through the possibilities on paper. Now …” Brooks steps forward and leans down, arms still crossed, gaze on mine. “Do you want anything to eat before I get started?”

“Cinnamon rolls.” The words come out before I can stop them. “Also, shouldn’t we make this decision together, as a coven?”

“No.” Brooks stands up, but he’s still smiling. The robe is throwing its own revolt, swooping down his broad back as he turns away. I’ve never been so caught on the shape of a man’s shoulder blades before, but Brooks has a beautiful wingspan. “I’ll make the decision, and you’ll eat the cinnamon rolls. Have fun with your friends.”

He disappears into the kitchen, leaving me alone with the girls and the grandfather clock that’s still ticking away.

“He’s insufferable. I’d kill him in his sleep.” Georgia passes me the bottle, and I take it.

“I thought so too at first, but he grew on me. They all did.” I swig the alcohol and pass it back.

“How?” Georgia sounds genuinely curious, so I let myself think on the question, wanting to give her a proper answer.

Tanner appears before I can find the right words, soaking wet from the rain with my dog wagging his tail beside him. He’s shirtless, too, a bit of pinkish blood draining down his chest from God only knows what.

He licks his lips and winks at me before heading into the first-floor bathroom. Leaves the door cracked. Seconds later, steam rolls out from a Marlowe-induced insta-hot shower. We catch a flash of his naked thigh before he disappears behind the shower curtain.

“That.” Fernanda crosses her own arms, dressed in an adorable white-lace dress with off-the-shoulder sleeves. She pushes her big, round glasses up her nose. “That’s how. Do you see these guys? Book boyfriend material, hands down.”

“Please tell me that’s not true,” Georgia groans as Tacy turns to face me, tucking her legs up and wrapping her arms around them.

“Please tell you that they’re not book boyfriend material?” I tease, but I accept the bottle again when she hands it back to me. “No can do. They’re gorgeous, good in bed, and they bake cinnamon rolls. Mostly that last part. Trust me: once you get to know them you’ll like them better.” I pause and add an amendment to the statement. “Except for Brooks. I’m not sure that you two will ever get along.”

“Are we really going to kill somebody?” Tacy asks, her voice a whisper, her eyes on Ebon as the monster crow cleans her feathers with sharp teeth in an even sharper beak.

“If you want to form a coven in a timely fashion then yes.” Brooks appears with two mugs of coffee, passing them out to the girls. Tacy thanks him under her breath and Fernanda blushes. “Like I said, don’t worry about it. Whoever we pick, it’ll be a boon to the community as a whole.”

He heads back into the kitchen and, a few minutes later, I hear the light trickle of music. Is he … using his phone? He must be. The song sounds old-fashioned, so I use my phone to look it up.

“Only You (And You Alone)” by The Platters.

I smile.

“Oh dear,” Georgia breathes, and I snap my gaze back to hers. She’s staring at me with stark terror in her expression. “I was right: you are in love. Don’t even lie to me, Katelynn Poppy. I’ve known you since forever.”

I force myself to take a deep breath before I answer.

“Yeah,” I tell her, a tightness taking over my chest. “Yeah, I am. With all three of them.”

I swig some more brandy. Georgia does the same.

Outside, the rain and sun compete for attention.

Fox rain. Cinnamon rolls. Good company.

And the Hag, watching us from the reflection in the living room window.
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The men are great about staying out of the living room, but they pass by frequently, to and from the kitchen. The garage. The front yard. Marlowe asks me if he can move some things into the attic, and I tell him that’s fine. Brooks bakes cinnamon rolls and then later, he makes sandwiches. Mostly, he sits at the table while the spoon in his tea stirs itself and works over spells in a language that only he can speak.

Tanner is the first one to join us, taking a seat on the floor in front of the fire while my traitorous dog lays its head in his lap.

The girls and I are all a bit buzzed by then, scrolling on our phones to assess the damage from yesterday’s incident. It’s bad. Really bad. There are clips of people flying backwards from an unseen force. Footage of the news vans toppling over and skidding across the pavement.

Half of the world thinks it’s a hoax while the other half thinks we should be burned at the stake—literally.

“There’s money to be made here,” Tacy tells me, ever the practical one. “Merchandising deals. You could start posting your own content, beat others to it, rake in the money from all that.”

“I don’t want to live my life under a spotlight,” I admit, my words a bit slurred. “Besides, business is going to boom with my new employees.” I grin and pick up the very last cinnamon roll. It has no right to be this good and this chewy when it’s hours old and no longer warm. Fucking homemaker/asshole Brooks McDowell. “Did I mention that we can turn leaves into money? We don’t need internet blood money to survive.”

“Leaves into money?” Fernanda’s already massive eyes get even wider and she leans forward, lace dress slinking down her shoulder. She’s got pink cheeks and adorable freckles, a pale bosom that’s tinted red from too much liquor. My eyes shift to Tanner, but he isn’t looking at her.

He’s looking at me.

Marlowe comes into the room next, swiping a bit of sweat and dust from his brow. I think he was cleaning the garage again.

“Will we be able to do that, too?” Tacy asks, and it’s Marlowe who answers this time.

“With great effort. You’ll be hamstrung without a North.” His dark eyes flick over me and take me all in. Brooks is right behind him, like this is some sort of coordinated effort.

“It’s late, and we need sleep if we want to cast.” Brooks glances at Marlowe, and the two of them share a long look. They sign at each other. Tanner strokes his hand over Flick’s head, waiting. “Kate is right: it might be a better use of our time and energy to calm this feeding frenzy down. Safer, too. If we can avoid going back into the Witchwoods, that’s what I want to do.”

I feel my cheeks flush with pleasure that he listened to my suggestion and took it seriously.

He really is a good leader.

“You’ll still have to close the gate at some point, I assume?” Georgia asks, chin resting in her hand. She’s staring into the fire, lost in thought. Her entire life is about to change, and she knows it. Tacy and Fernanda, I don’t think they fully understand what it’s going to mean to be a part of a coven.

Georgia knows. It’s why she’s going to be the Brooks of their group, the leader.

“Might be easier with two covens,” Brooks suggests, bringing over a mug of herbal tea and setting it in front of me. “Finish that and come upstairs,” he says, looking into my eyes. He leaves before I can figure out how to respond to that.

Part of me is tempted to sleep in the spare bedroom with the girls, but … the rest of me is yawning and wants to curl up with the men in our massive bed. Damn it. Brooks has a habit of doing that, ordering me to do exactly what it is that I want to do.

“Is he always this much of a bossy prick?” Georgia asks, and Lo laughs at that.

“Always. Wish I could say that he gets better over time, but that’s not true. Get your ass upstairs, Kate, so I can fuck it.” He heads up the staircase while Fernanda breaks out into more giggling and Tacy chokes on her drink.

Georgia sighs and looks over at Tanner next.

“Well? It’s your turn to be a dick. What’s your line going to be?”

Tanner stands up and stretches his arms over his head, bringing his shirt up to reveal his navel and the sprinkling of blond hair that leads into his pants.

“I don’t need a line. Kate wants to come upstairs. Of course she does. We’re a coven.” He moves over to the coffee table as I pick up my tea, testing it to see if it’s too hot. It’s not. It’s perfect. Likely, that’s Marlowe’s doing. “The three of you will move in together. You might not be sexually attracted to each other, but you’ll have bedrooms right next to one another and you’ll sleep with your doors open.” Tanner chuckles and rubs his hand over his jaw. “Some nights, when life is just too goddamn much, you’ll drag your mattress into someone else’s room, sleep on the floor close to them.”

“Oh, is that what we’re going to do?” Georgia returns, but I can hear the truth in Tanner’s words. More than that, I feel like I’m getting some of the backstory that I’ve missed. The men haven’t talked much about what it was like living in the cottage together.

“It is. And you know how I know that? I didn’t even know Brooks and Marlowe before any of this happened. We’re not even from the same decade. I had animosity toward Brooks, and Lo sure as hell has animosity toward me. Still, we slept in the same room sometimes.” Tanner shrugs and then steals the mug of tea from me when I set it down. He finishes it off for me and then holds out a hand, offering to help my buzzed and sleepy body up from the couch.

I take it and he hauls me right up and over the coffee table like it’s nothing.

“Sleep well, ladies,” he says, throwing me over his shoulder as I shriek, Georgia groans, Tacy laughs, and Fernanda sighs longingly.

“Seriously?” I ask, but I’m in too good of a mood to complain. Also, I might be more than buzzed. Might even be drunk.

“Seriously.” Tanner kicks open the cracked bedroom door, brings me inside, and then hauls it closed behind him.

Brooks and Marlowe are already there with our assorted menagerie of pets.

Tanner climbs onto the bed with me and then gently chucks me into the pillows, leaving me to bounce a bit on the mattress. The windows are open to the rain, gauzy curtains billowing in the breeze. I can smell the woods and the sea both, and I close my eyes on the next inhale, drawing that scent-memory into my chest.

Tanner flops down on my right. Lo is on my left. Brooks is at the edge of the bed closest to the door.

The four of us sit there in silence as I stare up at the ceiling, the sound of Flick’s gentle snoring the only noise besides the summer storm and our combined breaths.

“I wanted to hate you guys,” I murmur. “It’s not working out like that for me.”

“Sorry to be such a disappointment,” Tanner teases as Marlowe huffs out a laugh.

“Want us to be meaner?” He sits up and bends a knee, tossing an arm over it as he gazes down at me through the moonlit half-dark. “If that’s what you want, I’m sure we could make it happen. You’re sweet, Kate. We’re not. I feel sorry for you.”

Brooks yawns, stretching his arms overhead.

“Hey, I set out to dislike you, too. Didn’t work for me either, so you don’t get to complain.” He drops his hands to his blanket-covered lap and then adjusts his legs so that the comforter slips down, revealing the side of his hip and ass. His dick is obscured by a bit of wrinkled sheet. Too bad. Seems like he might already be naked.

“My friends are here, you know. Shouldn’t you sleep in pajamas?” I don’t mean what I’m saying. The bedroom door is locked, so it’s fine. I just want to rile them all up a bit.

“Already told you, Kate. I won’t live my life on the whims of other people.” Brooks tilts his head to look past Tanner and over at me, antlered shadow creeping up the headboard behind him. Tanner doesn’t make it easy to look at anyone or anything but him with the way he’s running his thumb back and forth between the bottom of his t-shirt and the waistband of his pants.

There’s a strip of flesh that commands my attention, even in the muted gray shadows of the room.

“Your friends …” Marlowe trails off and I turn over so that I can see him better. He bites his thumbnail before casting the tenderness of his gaze down to me. That dark bitterness is melting at the edges, and while it adds to his haunted look, it also makes me want to kiss him so badly that my mouth aches. “They’re annoying—especially Fernanda—but they’re good sports.”

“Did you just unironically use the term good sports?” I ask, rolling away from him again. He slaps me so hard on the ass that I scream in surprise. Not a bad scream. I just didn’t expect it. “Dude, my ass is stinging now.”

“Isn’t that the point?” Lo smirks at me. “Or was that too hard for you, princess? I’m terribly sorry. Won’t happen again. I won’t spank you for as long as we live.”

I kick back at him, but he snatches my ankle and drags me so that we’re spooned together. His arm is heavy and comforting around my waist.

“You dick. You can spank me, but only if you plan on fucking me after.” I push my ass against the bulge in his sweatpants, and he clamps his hand over my hip, holding me there.

“Wait. You somehow thought you were coming to bed without having sex? Where did you get an insane idea like that? You have three husbands, Kate.” Marlowe nips my ear, his laughter soft and dark against it. The sound cuts right through me, turning my body into a prison that I want to unwrap. There are big feelings under my skin, roiling heat in my veins.

“I like your friends. They disliked us from moment one. If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t have trusted them.” This is Tanner, shoving his sweatpants off and tossing them onto the floor. He takes his shirt off next, throws that, too.

“That’s a fair point. They have good judgment—especially Georgia. She hates me, doesn’t she?” Brooks pushes the blankets down, and I get this tingly feeling on the back of my neck, a premonition for what’s to come.

“She does.” My voice is quiet, like an accompaniment to the rain instead of a competing sound. “But only because she doesn’t know you.”

“Do you think you know me, Kate? It hasn’t been very long.” Brooks is on his knees beside Tanner. Both of them naked. Marlowe is shoving his sweatpants down, yanking mine over my ass. Oh yes. Please.

The bonfire. The blood on our mouths. Running through the woods. Getting caught.

My coven.

“I think we all knew that coming into this we had nowhere to hide and nowhere to go. We opened up together, and there’s no putting it all back into a box. I know you guys.”

Marlowe rolls me over and mounts me from behind, one hand braced against the headboard, the other gently wrapped around the front of my neck. Not squeezing, just bracing. His mouth is at my ear, tongue teasing, teeth nipping.

“You’re right. And that’s the scary part. You do know us, and you like us anyway. That’s why you’re too sweet, Kate. You should’ve never let me into your heart, and you did it anyway. I should be your villain, sweetheart, not your lover.” He releases my neck, adjusting his hand to my hip and pushing himself up into a better position.

Marlowe fucks me first. Then Tanner, with a firm grip and rough fingers, but a hot body and a loving touch. Brooks is last, simultaneously commanding and affectionate.

Once we’re all finished, I find myself sprawled diagonally across the massive bed.

My head is on Lo’s hip, my body draped over one of Tanner’s legs, my feet tangled with Brooks.

The rain continues to fall. It still smells like earth and sea, but also like witches and sex. Our shadows are tangled on the ceiling together, even though it makes zero logical sense for there to be shadows on the ceiling at all.

Mine is happy and horned, curled up in a nest of monsters.

I smell incense, and I smile. That would be Fernanda. She loves incense enough to carry it in her purse on the regular. See? She’s definitely cooler than me.

“I know you guys,” I repeat into the quiet, and I can feel all three of them shift in some way. “I’m going to believe that unless you prove me wrong. Somehow though, I have a feeling that you’re going to prove me right instead.”

“Christ.” That’s all Lo says, but it’s a soft heat. He’s charmed.

“I’m glad you finally believe what I told you the very first night that we met.” Tanner laughs at me, reaching down with his fingers to trace my hip bone.

“Get some sleep, my coven. We’re going to need it for that fucking internet spell.” Brooks sighs, but it’s hard to sound put-out when you’ve just had an orgasm and you’re lying in a bed that’s the size of three kings put together.

There’s basically no bedroom left. It’s all bed. And I don’t care.

With the breeze tickling the curtains, and the water pounding on the roof, I let myself fall.

If I do, they’ll catch me.

I’m not afraid to fall asleep, fall in love, or fall—period.
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Kate

I’m the first one awake in the morning, sitting up and stretching. I notice that Marlowe is lying on his side, still dressed in a hoodie but missing pants. He’s naked from the waist down. Why is that so fucking hot? I squint at him as the rain continues to come down. It’s much lighter this morning, and I can see the vaguest hint of sun in the butter-yellow color of the light.

More fox rain.

I’m wearing my hoodie, too, which is embarrassing. I was so into it last night, with the fabric pushed up and my tits hanging out, that I didn’t even notice. I bite my lip as I consider how to wake the men up, and who I should start with first.

There’s a pounding knock at our bedroom door.

“Katelynn Poppy, you ho, don’t you dare! Come downstairs.” It’s Georgia, shouting at me through the old wood door. It’s in fucking dire need of a new paint job. You know how when someone works a specific trade, their life reflects the opposite? Like, a painter’s house needs painting. A mechanic has cars that need fixing. Writers have dusty books that they never read.

I sigh and put my face in my hands, but I’m smiling.

Marlowe sits up, also taking note of our matching hoodies and naked asses. The way he smiles down at me, I see two things. Love-spell Marlowe. And the guy from the missing poster whose friends and family call ‘im Lo. Wow.

Miriam is an idiot.

Marlowe and I stare at each other’s mouths as his shadow spreads its bat wings in invitation.

“I went out for coffee. Come drink it while it’s hot.” Georgia again, and then her footsteps retreating down the hall. Flick puts his paws on the door and whines. Stix bites my toe. Ebon returns from outside as a buck naked Tanner sits up with an overhead stretch. His shadow copies him on the wall, both tails curled like a strand of DNA.

Brooks has his eyes open, but he’s still lying on his back. His shadow stares down at him from above, like they’re looking at each other. Does that mean he’s looking at himself? Looking inward or something?

“How come you don’t get all cute and pissed off when Georgia bosses you around?” Brooks turns his head toward me with a stern frown, pushing back that beautiful black and red bang swoop from his forehead. “She’s a side character, and I’m your man.”

I almost choke on my own spit, scrambling out of bed and snagging a pair of sweatpants before I become impaled. Literally.

“Hurry up!” I call over my shoulder as I do my best to escape the men. “We should really pick up the pace. If we can get over to Mrs. Madsen’s place soon, we can finish the job, pack up, and get paid.”

I’m terrified to see how many influencers show up there today, but there’s no point in wasting energy on a foreboding spell when it’s our last day on-site.

“Gross, Kate.” That’s what Georgia says when I join her and the girls in the kitchen. There are seven to-go coffees on the table. Not surprising. Georgia goes out for coffee most mornings. It’s part of her daily routine. She hands me a latte, and then gestures at the remaining drinks in the cardboard carrier. “Take your pick, boys. One plain coffee, one mocha, one iced. I had no idea what to order.”

I look over my shoulder to see that I escaped no one.

Well? Brooks’ haughty expression asks. He drops his witch hat on his head, all of the eyes swinging in different directions as he takes in all three girls at once, a set of eyeballs for each. He puts my hat on for me, its tongue already reaching for my latte. I slap it off.

“Gross?” I repeat, sipping my coffee and smiling. It’s from Georgia’s favorite place down on Harrison, the cafe with the gold walls, the old brickwork, and the incredible croissants. There’s a bag of those in the middle of the table, too.

Brooks steals the plain coffee and Tanner … he’s not a mocha guy, but he takes it, purposely leaving the iced coffee for Marlowe. That’s some cute bromance. Does Lo even notice, I wonder?

Boot Miriam, get me. Fire Dennis, hire Tanner. Good trades to make.

“Yes, gross. You’ve got a goofy look on your face. I’m just happy that this old house is solid and we didn’t have to hear anything last night.” She sighs as I sip my drink, the men fanning out around the kitchen. Tanner sits on the counter beside Marlowe. Brooks leans against another counter, coffee in hand.

Fernanda and Tacy are both staring at me like something’s wrong. Georgia is good at pretending like nothing is. Too good. I stare at her. I can somehow sense the spirit of my phone inside the pocket of my sweatpants.

“What is it?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

Fernanda looks at the table while Tacy bites her lip. Georgia inhales and runs her fingers through her hair.

“Kate …” she trails off, and it’s Marlowe that ultimately answers.

“Six murders in Humboldt County—in Eureka—just last night. Six.” I look back at him as he lifts his eyes from the screen of his phone. “Fifteen was the total number for the entirety of last year.”

I rip my own phone out and do a quick search. Several words jump out at me all at once.

Gruesome. Dismembered. Bloody.

Eaten.

Whispers About Witches - An Abrupt Murder-Spree Caused by Magic?

That’s the title of one article. I check social media, finding videos with captions that say things like Should We Relive the Salem Witch Trials? And Witches Appear, People Die: are the Witchwood Boys killers?

“We’re … being blamed for the murders?” I ask, blinking in confusion at the screen. I look over at Brooks, finding a perplexed divot between his dark brows. “Did something from the woods kill these people?” I pause and let the horror sink over me. “Did … did the Hag kill these people?”

She hasn’t been corporeal once since we’ve seen her. Nothing we could fight, nothing we could touch (except the maggots). And vice versa. I put the phone down, my mind racing.

“The Hag is a definite possibility,” Brooks admits, setting his coffee aside and then pausing, eying it like maybe that was a mistake. Instead, he picks it back up and chugs it.

“Isn’t it equally possible that these murders are just the result of some psycho? Not to be that guy, but since when did people need an excuse to act on their fucked-up impulses?” Tanner shrugs and hops off the counter, getting ready to open the back door for Flick. He spots one of the giant banana slugs back there, curses, and then grabs his bow from beside the fridge.

Opens the door.

Salts an arrow.

Fires it into the slug’s head.

The creature shrivels up with a scream that I’m grateful the neighbors can’t hear, and then Tanner lets the dog into the backyard. Flick urinates right over the puddle of goo that used to be a car-sized slug.

“Sorry. Don’t want my dog digested by a terrestrial gastropod.” Tanner grins, like he thinks that’s funny. He comes across as such a brute, like some forest animal, that I find it unbelievably sexy to hear him make a science joke like that.

Heat for him blooms in me and then dies, smothered by the frostbite inside my heart.

Murders. Six of them. Men, women, all adults. Fortunately no children. The dismemberment, the blood-spattered walls, the bite marks. The entrails. The missing limbs.

Coincidence? Serial killer appears randomly in Humboldt County at the exact same time as magic? I doubt it. I highly fucking doubt it.

A pall comes over my shoulders, like the shadows of a massive wingspan, blotting out the sun. I know it’s all in my imagination, but I can’t help myself.

“It’s the Hag, isn’t it?” I ask, looking at Marlowe this time. Brooks is being practical. Tanner is trying to make me feel better (ironic that the idea of a human serial killer is actually the more preferred option). Marlowe though … he scowls at me.

That’s how I know.

“Of course it’s the Hag,” he says through bared teeth. “Bet you that filthy bitch finally clawed her way out of the tree.” He hops off the counter and his boots are loud on the kitchen floor, dry bones clacking as they swing from the laces. “If she’s out, we’re screwed.”

“No, we’re not.” This is Brooks, his breathing steady and even, but his gaze a million miles away. Glassy in thought. “If she is, we’ll have to put her back. If we go into the Witchwoods, so will she.”

“Or … we can leave her out here and flee back to the woods.” Tanner considers that for a minute, grabbing a tennis ball from the counter. He tosses it absently for Flick, rubbing at the stubble on his chin. I love the rough brush of his fingertips against the golden blond. “Whatever the safest option for us is.”

Nobody has any answers. Tacy looks like she’s about to have a mental breakdown. Fernanda is calm, but she’s not giggling or blushing anymore. Georgia already looks tired.

“You have … magic wards or something on your house, right?” she clarifies, looking to me for the answer.

“We buried deer hearts in the yard at all four cardinal points,” I reassure her, laughing at the look she gives me. “The Hag Wytch won’t be able to get into the house without putting in some effort.”

“If she did escape, she’ll probably go after people who have been in the Witchwoods first. I’d stay here today as a precaution,” Brooks tells my friends, voice grim, the biggest eye on his hat narrowed in concentration. Tanner’s wolf ears are swiveling like satellite dishes. Marlowe’s hat has sprouted … a coffee plant?

I want to say that we’ll stay here, too, but I doubt that’s what we’re going to do.

If we hide indoors and leave the Hag Wytch alone, then there’s nobody left to deal with her. We should be careful to stay away from any of the murder scenes though, just so that nobody gets the wrong idea.

What a nightmare.

“Answer your phone if I call,” Georgia warns me, pointing my way.

I stare back at her for a minute before I nod.

If the Hag is around, she really might come after my friends again.

I’m not sure what I’d do if I lost one of them.
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Something is wrong.

I know that as soon as we pull up to the curb in front of the Pink Lady.

An eerie foreboding eats away at my stomach and a ringing clangs rudely inside my skull. Everything tastes metallic, and the hair on the back of my neck prickles like it’s been electrified. My palms and feet itch. My stomach twists into a complicated shibari knot.

“Do you guys feel that?” I ask, and all three men give me some form of acknowledgement. A curse. A yup. A growl (obviously Marlowe).

“Well, that didn’t take very long, did it?” Lo asks, shoving open the driver’s side door and climbing out. “The Hag Wytch is here, and we’ve found her. Saves us the trouble of a search.”

My palms are sweaty as I open my door and follow Marlowe out onto the street.

Ah. I know what it is that tipped me off first.

There aren’t any other people here.

No influencers. No news vans. No police officers.

“Stay close to me, kitten.” Tanner puts his arm around my waist, keeping me tucked up against him as we cross the wet pavement and pause at the bottom of Mrs. Madsen’s porch. The ghost is there in the window, and its mouth is open, revealing a seemingly bottomless black pit.

It looks like it’s screaming in silence.

“If the Hag is in here, then she wants us to find her.” Brooks walks up beside me and hands over a machete. He has another strapped to his belt. All four of us are wearing our hats, and any leftover charms we had are pinned in strategic spots, just in case. “There’s no shame in running, Kate. Do you hear me?”

“Right. There’s no shame in the four of us running. Understood.”

Brooks gives me a look like he knows I’m being purposely obtuse, but he says nothing, moving forward to join Marlowe.

“Bet you those fucking influencers did this, fed her by diving into the Witch’s Tree,” Marlowe is bitching as we clomp up the front steps in our boots. Brooks joins him, knocking hard enough to rattle the glass in the front door.

While we wait, I look around.

Everything seems fine. The sun is out again, and I can hear seagulls, can smell the saltwater rolling off the bay. I feel like I can smell something else. Blood. It’s like an iron brand on the back of my tongue, and I try to swallow past it.

“Somebody’s dead in there. Make no mistake.” Tanner puts that feeling to words, releasing my waist to pull out his bow. He nocks an arrow in preparation. I clutch the handle of the machete in a sweaty palm. The guys and I have been meaning to work on my physical combat skills (since I have precisely none), but where can we find the time? Are we supposed to have less sex to make room for ass-kicking lessons?

My only use is as a wildcard, like I was when I stabbed the Hag Wytch last time. I might not be able to fight on the same level as the rest of my coven, but I don’t have to let myself be useless either.

A glowing vulture lands on a tree branch in the front yard, its many eyes fixed on the ghost in the window.

“Shit. I don’t know if we should go in there.” Brooks sighs, reaching up to his hat and removing a charm that looks like a tiny key. He taps it against the door lock, and it clicks open. He works his jaw, making those awful bossman decisions for our group. A difficult risk assessment. “But we do need to know if she’s solid, if she’s here. No point in running.”

Brooks makes the decision, just like that, and then carefully pushes the door in. Marlowe is right behind him and Tanner is on my heels.

Everything looks fine inside, too.

It’s not. It smells so bad. Now that I’m walking through it, I wish I had my mask.

We move down the hallway as a group, and its natural creepiness doesn’t help much. I thought this hall was haunted when I first walked the length of it, but with the smell of blood, it’s so much worse. Striped wallpaper on the upper half and heavy wood paneling on the lower. Creaky floors. Paintings in muted watercolors that depict faceless people on the cold, craggy Humboldt coasts.

There are even gas lamps in here, just like the ones I have on my porch.

Brooks pushes the door at the end of the hall in.

It, too, creaks as it swings wide, revealing the stuffy parlor where I signed the work order with Robin Madsen on our first day here.

There’s a puddle of ruby red draining away from the dark, saturated fibers of a blood-soaked carpet. The walls are painted in spatter. Something wet and pink and glistening hangs from the chandelier overheard, dripping blood. An intestine?

And there. Right in the middle of the room. Out of my worst nightmare.

It’s the Hag Wytch, hunched over Mrs. Madsen’s body and feasting.

The Hag turns her head a full one-hundred-eighty degrees to look at us, bloodied flesh hanging out of both mouths. Her beak. Her human lips. As we stand there, she begins to chew, human teeth grinding up Robin’s body.

There are bits of Robin everywhere. Brains splashed on the wall behind the forest god. More intestines coiled on the floor. My head spins, but I know that I can’t give into the feelings. This is one of those moments that decides whether you live or die.

“Close the door!” I shriek as the owl monster ruffles her feathers and then comes at us. Brooks slams it shut, but he’s not breathing nearly as hard as I am. He’s calm. This fucker.

Tanner is already pushing me ahead of him down the narrow hallway, and then we’re running with Marlowe right behind us.

We only make it as far as the living room when the Hag comes barrelling through the closed door without causing any damage to her or it. She wheels overhead as we crash to the floor, her shadow sweeping over us.

I turn my head to the side, looking up.

She’s still not entirely corporeal. That’s a good sign, right? Not that it stopped her from killing and eating people.

With such a wide wingspan, she shouldn’t be able to fly in here. But her wings, they go right through the walls. She’s as much of a ghost as … well, the ghost is a ghost. It gapes up at her with its mouth open wide in that silent scream.

And then she snatches it up in her claws.

I gasp and shove up to my feet, like I might be able to do something to help. I know that I can’t, but the urge is there.

The Hag Wytch uses her clawed feet to bring the squirming ghost up to her human lips. From those very same lips, she issues a pleased-sounding sigh.

“You’re such a pretty bird. Hi there, pretty bird.” The Hag shoves the ghost into her human mouth, and then that silent scream is no longer silent. I can hear the spirit shrieking in pain, and it sounds oh-so much like a living girl in that moment.

Missing seven-year-old Kim Wonders. That’s who I thought this ghost might be.

I almost throw up as the Hag chomps through transparent, ghostly flesh like it’s bone-and-gristle. Grinds it between her teeth. Swallows. She turns her head toward us and screams through both mouths. Her beak makes a shriek, like a bird. But the other … it’s the sound of a child’s cries.

Something about that noise snaps Brooks right down the middle.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?” the Hag whimpers.

Oh, fuck.

His little sister’s last words.

Flames spring up on the Hag’s feathers, and she shrieks at us again, flapping her wings and taking off.

Brooks follows, and so do I, coming to a stop only when Marlowe and Tanner catch me outside on the front walk. They each grab one of my arms, forcing me to stop while Brooks keeps going. He crosses the road, hops the short iron fence on the other side, springs across the lawn of the Carson Mansion.

The Hag circles a few times, flapping her wings, and then settles down on the highest tower. It’s four stories up with beautiful jade green trim and emerald siding. A crown jewel against the churning navy of the bay.

Her claws dig into the roof, but they don’t leave any marks. She hunches and fluffs her feathers, staring down at us with ice-blue eyes and bloodied human lips.

“I can’t go. Who will take care of Mother?” she cries, using the voices of her victims to taunt us.

The three of us are panting, standing there on poor Mrs. Madsen’s front lawn while Brooks pauses at the base of the house, looking up. He studies the Hag, like he’s determining whether or not to go inside, climb the steps, take the fight to her.

In the end, he’s much too practical for that.

Brooks retreats across the lawn, hops the fence, crosses the road, until he’s standing right in front of us. Whatever emotions he’s feeling, they’re already under lock and key.

“Now what?” Lo asks, head tilted back, sunshine cutting his face in half as it catches on the oversized brim of his hat. His mouth is sunshine, but his eyes are shadows.

“For now, we lock up. We leave. We … God. We get breakfast or something and try to figure this shit out.” Brooks moves around us, and the other men release my arms. We all turn as a group to watch him clomp up the front steps, drag the door shut, and then use the same key charm from before to lock it.

He comes back down but says nothing, heading straight for the truck.

We climb in together. All four doors close in quick succession. We take off.

It’s quiet for several minutes.

Tanner is the one to break it.

“Well,” he begins, “at least she’s still running from us.”

And that’s it.

The Hag is free, and she’s eating people, and our plans are in the fucking toilet. Again.

We just can’t catch a break, can we?
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Kate

We head to this little creperie in Arcata that I really like. It’s impossible to get a table on weekends unless you’re keen for a forty-five minute wait. But since today is a weekday, the eclectic little space is only full on the inside, leaving several tables on the sidewalk open.

The guys and I settle down at one of those.

I sit next to Marlowe with Tanner across from me and Brooks on his left. Behind their heads, I can see the old theater advertising a showing for some black-and-white horror film I’ve never seen. I’d like to take the men to something like that.

It feels selfish to even have that thought.

Ultimately, this is our fault.

If we’d stayed in the woods, this wouldn’t have happened.

Seven more people would be alive. Detective Gilley and Officer Viv wouldn’t be trapped. The world wouldn’t be salivating over a legend that used to be relatively obscure and difficult to believe, a legend that was spread with the wrong information so that it didn’t work. I wonder who started that rumor up.

“Brooks,” I start, fiddling with a small laminated menu.

“No, Kate,” he says, and his voice is just scratchy enough, just achy enough that I don’t press. His head is in his hand, elbow on the table, eyes closed (hat and face). His sister, his choice. If he doesn’t want to talk about it, that’s still okay. It’ll always be okay.

“Crepes,” Tanner says, staring down at the menu. “What the fuck is a crepe?”

Marlowe is the one who draws his phone from his pocket, searches it up, and shows Tanner.

“It’s a thin pancake.” Marlowe sounds subdued, like he wants to be happy but isn’t allowed to be. I feel that, too. My stomach is queasy, and there’s a horrible reality staring me in the face.

We have to go back into the Witchwoods, and it’s going to be even more dangerous than last time, when Brooks had his entire leg torn off.

“But why though?” Tanner says, handing the phone back to Marlowe. “Pancakes are supposed to be thick.” He emphasizes that last word, and we both know it’s not by accident.

“You wrap fruit and stuff inside of these. They’re good. You’ll like them.” I say all of that, but I’m still looking at Brooks. He lifts his head suddenly and looks back, putting his hand into his lap. All emotions are scrubbed from his face. He appears serene even though his eyes—like the freshly-devoured ghost—are screaming in silence.

“I’m going to take an educated guess and say that it doesn’t matter which side of the gate we’re on. If it’s open, it’s open. The Hag Wytch will go back and forth until we close it.” Brooks crosses his arms and sits back, reaching up to push the brim of his hat from his eyes. There’s a group of women coming down the sloped sidewalk behind him. They’re talking and laughing until they spot us, and then they go completely and utterly silent.

The vague politeness that still exists in society, that’s the only thing keeping us from being swarmed. Pure happenstance. If someone is filming us, they’re doing it discreetly. Nobody has said anything to us directly, even though the hostess did a double take when she saw me.

“Makes sense,” I reply, also sitting back in my chair. It’s a little cool out today, even if the sun is shining. Typical Humboldt weather. I stuff my hands into the front pocket of my hoodie. I’m wearing it with overalls and scuffed sneakers.

All three of these guys looked at me like I was in lingerie when I changed this morning. I’d smile, if we hadn’t just seen our employer being eaten by a bird monster.

“Why did we escape the Witchwoods?” Brooks muses, more like he’s talking to himself than to us. “Not for the internet. Not even for electricity. It was because I didn’t want to be chased by a soul-eating owl monster.”

“Hey, have you guys had a chance to order yet?” a girl asks, appearing at the end of the table with a tablet in her tattooed hand. She’s shaking a little, green eyes taking in the four of us and our ridiculous hats.

“Not yet,” I reply, hoping that she isn’t filming. Her phone is right there in her pocket; she could be. I try to remain as boring as possible while ordering a lavender latte and crepes with chocolate-hazelnut spread and strawberries.

Today is a sweets sort of a morning.

Oh God. If we can’t put the Hag back into the woods and seal the gate, we’re fucked.

The men order, and the waitress takes off, leaving us as the only outdoor table.

“Say the Witch’s Tree is like a door,” Tanner begins, unrolling his silverware and laying it out like a row of weapons. He eyes the knife, picks it up, touches the dull end like he’s wondering if he could kill something with it. Bet you he could. “And it’s open even further than it was before, you think we’ll be able to close it at all?”

“We might need that second coven,” Brooks murmurs, witch nails digging into his side of the table. He realizes what he’s doing and stops, flexing his fingers with the crick of angry bones. “Could we drag a few people into the woods until we find a North? Use that person to complete your friends’ coven?”

He sounds like he’s talking to himself, so I don’t answer, waiting to see what conclusion he comes to. Marlowe and I exchange a look, but he clearly isn’t opposed to the idea. Why would he be? He’s still the same ruthless man that discovered me in the woods. It’s only that his priorities have changed.

“Why don’t we start by consecrating the rest of the brooms?” Tanner looks up and a smile eases its way across his face. “An activity we all know that Kate will enjoy.” I kick him under the table, but he catches my foot with his crossed ankles and won’t let me go. “That’ll give us an option to outrun the Hag until we figure out a solid plan.”

“We have no choice. The choice has been taken from us.” Brooks closes all eight of his eyes and leans his head back. He folds his arms over his chest, and there’s a pain in his face that reminds me of his expression on the front lawn the other day. “We’re the stronger coven, and we need someone on the Witchwoods side. We’ll go back in and hope the Hag Wytch follows. Seal the gate with your friends’ help.”

Brooks makes something so complicated sound so easy. It’s an attractive quality.

“We might have to spend the night.” Marlowe puts his hand on my thigh, this molten heat easing through him and into me. I press my hand over the top of his, lacing our fingers together. He seems shocked once again. Not sure what I’m doing to keep surprising him like that. “If she chases us down there, we’ll have to hunker in the cottage until she loses interest.”

“If she loses interest.” Brooks also unrolls his silverware, but he goes straight to putting the cloth napkin in his lap. He’s got good manners for a forest brute. “She’s become obsessed with our coven. I’m only hoping we won’t have to try and kill her. Those are bad odds—for us.”

“Hmm.” Tanner doesn’t sound pleased with the plan, but if he isn’t arguing then maybe he thinks that Brooks is right. “I can agree to all that, so long as you agree to close the gate regardless. If the Hag Wytch is out here then she isn’t in the woods with us. It’ll be a whole different life there without her. It could be a good life, too.”

“I can’t leave her with my friends,” I blurt, hands tucked between my thighs. “I could never do that.”

Nobody responds to me.

We get our coffees. Brooks ordered an Earl Grey tea this time.

“What, no espresso?” I tease him, and he gives me this sly look that I like. Playful, but also a challenge. No matter how many times we fuck, he still wants to kick my ass. He enjoys being the leader, but he likes defending his position even more.

“Should’ve gotten one, just so I’d have the energy to keep up with you in the bedroom.”

I laugh so suddenly that I end up spitting lavender latte back into my cup. And then Tanner is laughing and Marlowe is curling his lip and recoiling from me like I’m poisonous.

“You’re so weird,” he breathes, but there’s this edge to his voice that tells me to take it as a compliment. He’s completely and utterly confused by me, but he’s into it.

“Oh, piss off, it was an accident.” I blot at my nose with the napkin, lavender infusing all of my nasal passages. Lovely. Just great. I push my coffee aside. I’ll order another when the crepes get delivered. “Don’t act like I’m not just as surprised to like you, Lo. You’re a jerk.”

“Even your sweet, gentle ass was corrupted by two days in those woods. Try spending eight months there with only Brooks and Tanner for company.” Marlowe kicks back in his chair and even though it’s chilly out, he looks happy to be here.

All three of them are so grateful to be home and yet … they’ll risk it all by entering the woods again.

“Here.” Tanner pushes his drink over to me. “Have mine. I’ll drink yours.”

I try to push it back, but he holds up a hand, blocking me. Coffee sloshes dangerously close to the edge of the big, white mug. He steals my abandoned drink, taking a sip and acting like he gives zero fucks that I just spit in it.

“You’re a nasty witch,” I grumble, the fangs on my hat casting triangular shadows across the tabletop.

“I have no problem drinking you down, Kate. Not in any capacity. I fucking love it.” He sips the lavender latte as we stare at each other. It’s way too hard to resist the smell of fresh coffee, so I give in and drink his. “Not that you have room to talk. At least it isn’t cum coffee.”

I almost snort liquid out of my nose for a second time.

“Alright then.” Brooks slaps his big hands down on the table as shadow antlers uncurl from either side of his hat’s cone. With the old theater as a backdrop, he cuts an impressive figure. “No way around it. We need that second coven now. Enjoy your breakfast because we’re hunting down a ritual sacrifice later.”

Brooks picks up his coffee and takes a mean sip.

“Ritual sacrifice, huh?” I ask with a raised brow. It’d be funny if it weren’t so real.

“Yes. Because I’m going to fix this for you, Kate. For all three of you. I’ll make it right.” There’s that pain in Brooks’ voice again, but it’s swallowed up by confidence and willpower. His face is the face of a king, but it’s not in the sensual curve of his lower lip. Not in the deep-set green of his eyes. It’s the unwavering belief in himself. In us, as a coven.

This is a man who broke out of a paranormal box with nonsensical rules and strange magic. He did that all by himself. He’ll do it again. We will do it again.

Achieve the impossible.

“There’s not much a full coven can’t do, eh?” Tanner chugs the rest of his secondhand coffee and licks his lips like it was delicious. Those wolf ears are perked and sassy.

Marlowe opens his mouth to speak, but then he and I both happen to spot a couple coming down the sidewalk at the same time.

My heart drops.

“Oh, fuck,” he says, closing his eyes. “It’s Miriam and Dennis.”

He’s right: there they are. They’ve spotted us and they’re coming right this way. Marlowe reaches up to pull the brim of his hat down, as if he can hide from the inevitable confrontation.

“I heard from Liz,” Miriam says by way of hello. She pauses at the end of the table with her husband just behind and to the right of her. He pushes his glasses up his nose and glares down at his former friend. Liz must be Elizabeth, Marlowe’s mom.

“Yeah, and?” Marlowe tilts his head to the side, glancing up from under the brim of the hat. He’s still holding onto the edge, like he’s protecting it from the wind. Doubt he needs to hold it on. His hat often sprouts these glowing fungi filaments that get caught up in his hair like vines. They flake off into shiny glitter when he takes off the hat and musses his hair. It turns to powder, like dry shampoo or something. “You two don’t need a DNA test. You know exactly who I fucking am.”

“How are you planning on explaining things to your parents? They’ll never believe the truth.” Dennis. Damn. He’s annoying me. He should be happy to see Marlowe, not accusatory. He should care more about Marlowe’s feelings than what his parents may or may not think. How can they not believe Lo when the DNA test proves that he’s their son?

“Is that our problem?” Brooks asks, still holding his drink. I notice that he likes to do that, keep the mug clutched in his hands while his eyes flicker with thought. He never drifts in thought. No, he ricochets. He observes. He plans. I can see it when we’re playing chess, too. He glances over at the older couple. “We tell the truth, and if people don’t believe us then they can fuck off.”

Miriam purses her lips. I notice that she’s holding a bag from the local bookstore. I wonder what she’s got in there? I’d like to take the men to a bookstore soon. Sounds fun.

“Who is this person?” Miriam demands, as if she has some right to Lo’s company. She lost that when she abandoned him. I feel myself bristling as her eyes shift over to mine. I know her question was about Brooks, but only because she’s smart enough to know that she doesn’t dare ask it about me.

“Hi there. Tanner Skye. Went missing in ‘88. I’m sure you remember.” He turns and holds out a hand, but neither Miriam nor Dennis take it. Tanner sighs and drops his hand back to his lap, turning to look at Marlowe. “You going to let ‘em disrespect me like that?”

Marlowe crosses his arms, hat brim falling low to shadow his eyes.

“Tanner and Brooks are a part of my coven; Kate is my wife. Are you done harassing us over breakfast? I’m sorry that Miriam tried to kiss me, Dennis. Get over it. Miriam, I’m not sorry that I turned you down. Try to get over that.”

It’s silent but for a random car idling up the quiet two-lane road beside us. It goes uphill, winding into Arcata with its old houses and gargantuan redwood trees. Nothing like the Witchwoods, of course, but impressive if you’ve never visited a magical forest.

“Nice to see you guys again,” I lie, picking up the coffee that Tanner gave me. It’s a plain latte, no lavender, but it tastes even better because he gave it to me. I try to smile, but it doesn’t quite stick.

Miriam and Dennis don’t smile back.

It’s a little awkward, considering our sex tape is online. Also because we walked out of the woods in their front yard wearing blood on our mouths and smut on our auras.

That was … Yeah, not something I would’ve done before entering the Witchwoods.

“The internet storm is killing your parents, Marlowe.” Miriam stares him down, but he only pouts his lips and flicks an uninterested glare in her direction.

“I’ll deal with it, Miriam. We are dealing with it. I don’t need or want your advice.”

He stops talking as the waitress appears with the first half of our order. Miriam and Dennis scoot out of the way, so she can put plates down in front of me and Tanner. I’m mesmerized by the hot crepes on my plate, melted chocolate-hazelnut spread peeking out of the top. Bright red strawberries from the farmer’s market. Fresh whipped cream.

I swallow hard and pick up my fork.

“Sorry, no manners. I can’t wait to take a bite of this.” I dig in and close my eyes, savoring the taste.

“I could make these easily enough,” Brooks comments, and I flick my eyes open to look at him.

“We could grow our own strawberries, too.” Tanner gives me a meaningful look, and I grin. Somehow, the idea of a garden hadn’t occurred to me. With my magic, we could have the coolest fucking garden in the county.

“It’s not too late to grow pumpkins, is it?” I ask, suddenly excited. We could have our own backyard patch. Shit, I just grew pumpkins in the front yard with absolutely no notice or preparation. Granted, they did rot right away, but I bet I could figure that out.

“It’s way too late to get pumpkins in the ground.” I didn’t expect Miriam to reply, but there it is.

Marlowe stands up from his chair, the metal scraping across the ground.

“Leave.” He’s angry, and he’s huge, and he’s intimidating. Miriam and Dennis both take a step back. “You two aren’t doing a very good job of earning back my friendship. If anything, I’m disgusted by the pair of you. Fuck off and stop bothering me.”

Tanner smiles as he takes a bite of his own crepes—savory ones with egg and bacon and jalapenos. A double order, too. Big portions for big dudes.

He goes very still after that bite.

“Fuck, I missed bacon.” He winks at me as he attacks his food, and I smile back.

Marlowe sits back down, as if Miriam and Dennis have already left. He ordered sweet crepes, too. Brooks got savory. We have a nice mix of flavor profiles at this table.

A fox trots by, one with massive, scalloped ears. Its fur is silver with violet streaks, and I don’t even need to do a double-take to know it’s from the woods. It sprints right through Marlowe’s friends as they hesitate and, finally, turn down the sidewalk to leave.

The waitress returns with food for Brooks and Marlowe. Once she’s gone—and Miriam and Dennis have rounded the corner—Marlowe slumps low in his chair and rubs at the bridge of his nose.

“I don’t know how much of this I can handle. I might be happier if I never see them again.” He glances over at Brooks, as if he’s judging his reaction. Brooks doesn’t reply at first, tasting his food and then letting those lightning bolt crashes of thought flicker through his eyes.

“Yeah, I could make crepes. I’d do a better job, too.” He takes another bite as I shake my head, scooping up some slivered almonds from the corner of my plate and adding them to my next bite. So damn good. “Lo.”

Brooks puts his fork down and turns to him.

Marlowe turns, too, and their massive hat brims almost touch. Brooks looks so much older right now, like he’s gifting Marlowe with years of long-held wisdom. They’re only three years apart, so it’s a little funny.

“What?” Marlowe sounds like he’s ready to argue, tapping his inked fingers on the table.

“They betrayed you. And they’re not treating you right, even now. If you don’t want to talk to them ever again, I fully support that. In fact, I encourage it.” Brooks turns back to his plate as Marlowe narrows his eyes. He goes back to his food after a few seconds, and it gets quiet again.

I poke at my crepe with silver tines as a fist-sized glowing dragonfly lands on the table. Marlowe curses at it when it nearly knocks over the small creamer jar. He flicks his hands and it takes off again.

“We could’ve killed that and used the parts, damn it.” Ah, Brooks.

Our waitress returns shortly after to see if we need anything else (and probably also so she can ogle the Witchwood Boys and/or film us).

“Give me an order of that sweet stuff.” Tanner jerks his chin in the direction of my plate and the waitress blushes. Marlowe rolls his eyes. “Please and thank you.”

“An espresso for me,” Brooks tells her, entirely deadpan. “So that I have the caffeinated energy to properly fuck my wife.”

That’s when I do choke again—this time on a piece of crepe. Marlowe is rubbing my back as the waitress gives Brooks a wrinkled nose and a bit of a scowl before taking off.

“Uh-huh.” I focus on my plate, so that I don’t have to look at him, my cheeks flushed. “Acting like I’m some sort of sex fiend. Please. Have you three looked in the mirror recently?”

“Us?” Tanner laughs and chucks my chin, making me curl my lip at him. “Don’t see myself fucking three women every night. But who fucks three guys like a champ and always has enthusiasm for more? That’d be you, kitten.”

“I hate you.” Blatant lie. They all know it. “Plenty of women are like this. Fernanda is adorably jealous of you guys. She told Tacy that she’d willingly risk the Witchwoods to get three witch husbands.”

“She creeps me out. The other two can come over whenever they want though.” Marlowe unwraps his crepe and removes a strawberry. He looks up at me as he bites into the end of it, staining his lower lip with glossy red sugar. Guess what grows on his hat? Guess what my hat eats off his hat?

Strawberries.

“Cute that you think you can tell me what to do with my friends.” I scoot my plate forward so that I can put my elbows on the table. I clasp my hands together and stare Marlowe down. Black eyes, pale skin, pink lips. Hair like the shimmer of an exotic exoskeleton. That hat, drooping down over his hooded, faux-angry gaze.

“It’s okay that you’re kinky. Nobody’s complaining, Kate. You don’t have to defend yourself.” The edge of his mouth lifts, and the sun hits him just right. There’s gold on the sidewalks, glinting off the old theater sign. The smell of coffee. Of crepes. I lick the taste of chocolate off my lips.

Brooks’ hair is as red as Marlowe’s dirty mouth. Tanner’s scar is a slice of silver, like the knife resting against the side of his empty plate.

“I’m not. I’m just saying that there are plenty of women out there who’d like three faithful witch husbands.” I run my finger through a bit of chocolate on my plate. And then I lift my eyes up from the plate and slowly lick it off.

“I will fuck you on this table and worry about the consequences later.” Tanner shrugs, watching Marlowe as he takes up his fork again and then eats the banana out of his unrolled crepes. “And really? You’re vivisecting this food.”

“It’s not rabbit pie. Or rabbit stew. Or brown bread with seeds in it. This actually fucking tastes good. I’m gonna take my goddamn time.” He finishes the bananas and then scrapes off the chocolate sauce. Marlowe is slow and lazy, relaxed. I love seeing him this way.

“I’m sorry that bananas weren’t on the menu before. If I’d known, maybe we could’ve conjured some inside the cottage?” It’s hard to say if Brooks is dead serious or completely fucking around with Marlowe.

Lo snorts.

“Without a North? We struggled. Don’t even pretend we could cast for shit until Kate came along. A coven isn’t just a quarter more powerful when it’s complete; it’s like fifty fucking times.” He rolls the crepe into a tube and then picks it up to eat it. The effect is vaguely sexual, and kind of aggressive. I like it. “Not your fault that the food was crap.”

“My food was amazing, you little shit. No respect these days.” Brooks’ mouth twitches as he takes the final sip of his coffee. “Finish up, so we can get going. We’ll need four or five days to prep the gate spell. Also, might be beneficial to figure out how we’re going to handle the, uh, issue with the paint.” Brooks is getting the hang of our unwanted fame. He’s smart enough not to mention our murdered boss in public.

We’ll have to clean up Robin’s body.

Scrape her brains off the wall. Pull her intestines down from the chandelier.

It’s a horror, and here I am, sitting in this golden sunshine and feeling like everything is safe. Everything is peaceful. Everything is just fine. My employer died this morning. She was eaten. I watched the Hag Wytch gobble up a ghost.

Yet, we’re trying to make the best of it.

We’re trying to make every fucking moment count.

That’s when it really hits me.

The men aren’t relaxed. Not at all. They know this is going to get bad. They know we’re not just going to waltz into the woods without risk. They’re simply taking all of the happy that they can get.

Our waitress returns, but it’s a different girl this time.

Oh.

It’s the girl from the farmer’s market.

It’s the girl that escaped the Witchwoods with Marlowe’s help.

And she’s a North.

She’s dressed in a similar outfit to mine. Red bandanna on her brown hair. Black overalls. Long-sleeved white henley. She doesn’t seem at all surprised to see us, more relieved than anything else.

Marlowe’s jaw has come unhinged as he stares up at her.

“My coworker called me and said you were here,” she begins carefully, approaching the table like she’s trying not to scare us off. Funny, that she doesn’t think of it the other way around. “I’m tired of dealing with shit that nobody else sees. I’ve been trying to get in contact with you guys since—like an idiot—I walked away at the market when I should’ve begged to come with you. I am fucked without your help.”

She sounds desperate, this North.

I see a shadow stretching up the wall behind her. It has horns like mine, but a completely different shape, curled like seashells. I taste frozen earth on my tongue, ice and soil.

“This is … an interesting coincidence,” I say, leaning back in my chair and crossing my legs. I was hoping to look cool, but then I remember that I’m wearing overalls and Chucks with mismatched socks and that I am not that slick.

I almost knock the chair back and Marlowe catches it with his hand on the armrest.

I decide it’s best to stand up and face the girl. I reach up to adjust my hat and accidentally stab my hand on one of the teeth. Cursing, I suck the blood off my finger.

“It’s actually not interesting at all,” the girl tells me with perfect confidence, brown eyes hard. “I’ve been desperate to find you, trying to hack my way through all of your stupid spells. Can’t get anywhere near your house, by the way.” She pauses and looks away before mumbling. “And Humboldt isn’t that big of a place.”

“This fucking girl again?” Marlowe murmurs under his breath, keeping his gaze trained on the sidewalk, like he’s intentionally avoiding my face. This is a bit of a sensitive subject between us, her rescue and my condemnation.

“Do you want to be a part of a coven—all women?” I blurt out. The girl blinks at me like she didn’t see that one coming. “You’d have magic and the ability to protect yourself against what’s coming.”

Our Southwoods stands up, too. Pretty sure he has zero intention of letting the girl make her own mind up about this. Fortunately, I don’t have to see if he would force her hand and make her join Georgia’s coven. A platonic coven, but still. It’s fucked.

Doesn’t matter. Based on what she’s been saying, this girl is going to be all in.

“A full second coven would ensure we can take care of the problem before it becomes a problem.” Brooks again, the eyes on his hat drawing the girl’s attention as they stare at her.

“What’s coming?” she demands, rather aggressively. “The problem? What fucking problem? This Witchwoods stuff is bad enough—”

A shadow flits over the table. It moves slowly, confidently. I almost don’t notice it.

But Tanner, he knows birds.

“Down!” he yells, dragging me under the table with him.

The Hag Wytch swoops down, talons raking across the surface of the table and going right through it. She can’t knock the plates off, but if she catches us, she’ll kill us.

Fuck! No! We’ll go viral again!

There’s nothing I can do.

Tanner and Marlowe whip out their bows from under the table. They both stand up before I can even think of what to do next.

“Up.” Brooks has shoved the table away from the wall to get to me, snagging my upper arm and guiding me down the sidewalk with Tanner watching our backs.

The North girl is just standing there, gaping.

“What the fuck is that?” she asks, voice shaking. One of her coworkers comes out to check on her, completely oblivious to the massive forest god circling above us.

“The answer to your question,” Brooks calls out over his shoulder as he drags me back to the truck. “That’s what’s coming. That’s the problem.”

The Hag banks a sharp turn and drops into a dive, like a falcon.

She heads straight for the North girl. Would’ve taken her head off if Tanner hadn’t grabbed her by the arm and dragged her to the ground. He rolls onto his back and fires off an arrow at the same time.

It hits the Hag in the belly and blood pours out, spattering over North Girl’s face as she screams. She reaches up her hands to her hair, pressing frantic fingers against her scalp. There’s more than just Hag blood: it’s her blood. She was nearly scalped.

The cafe coworker is screaming, and I just … there are no words to explain what I’m thinking. The onlookers can’t see the Hag, but they can see Tanner holding onto a girl whose scalp is hanging loose, blood streaming down her face.

Marlowe is standing on top of a nearby car, drawing his bow back, loosing an arrow on the Hag. His expression is ice-fucking-cold, the way it looked in the woods that first night. He’s a beast, that fucking Marlowe. He sends another series of arrows out and each one hits its target. The Hag looks like a goddamn porcupine.

Doesn’t stop her though, not even with blood slicking the streets.

She flaps her massive wings, human mouth open, teeth bared. It’s disturbing, especially with a beak for a nose. Eyes the color of a sky. Our gazes meet, and a horrible shiver travels through me.

A deep longing, a sense of loneliness that stretches deeper down than the valleys at the bottom of the ocean.

The Hag spins into another dive just as a man steps out of a nearby building. She snatches him up in her talons as he screams, landing on the old theater sign. As Tanner and Marlowe move to see if they can get some shots off, the Hag rips the man’s head off and his cries end in an abrupt gurgle.

She tosses him up in the air like a ragdoll, and then opens her mouth—her human mouth—to swallow his body like a snake would.

Whole.

The decapitated head lands in the middle of the street and it’s like a watermelon hitting pavement. It splats. It paints the ground red and pink and white.

“Get me out of here! Coven, yes. Please, please, please.” North Girl is sobbing, but Tanner already has her bicep, dragging her down the sidewalk as Marlowe walks backward, keeping his bow trained on the Hag Wytch.

“We don’t have five days, Brooks.” Tanner tells him just before we reach the truck, dropping all conversation in favor of wrenching the doors open and climbing inside.

Nobody says anything as we drive as fast as the old truck can go, all the way back to the house.
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North Girl’s wound is easy enough to take care of with the healing salve. Seems like it works on everyone, not just our own coven. Within minutes of applying it, the bleeding has stopped, and all three of my friends are standing behind me and gaping at their shiny new North.

“Do you want to take a quick shower?” I ask the poor girl. Just like I thought before, she can’t be older than seventeen, if that. “To wash off the blood?”

“Will it delay the coven thing at all? Just make me a coven if it’ll keep me away from that thing. Did you look into its fucking eyes? It’s a fate worse than death.” North Girl is sniffling and running the sleeve of her bloodied henley under her nose. She’s also not wrong.

“No, it won’t delay it.” Brooks stands at the open back door, looking out at the yard. Doesn’t matter if the door is closed or not; the protection spell is the part that’ll keep the Hag out, not the glass. “We need to find a sacrifice, and you have a list of ingredients you’ll need to collect. Not a lot, but a few. If you see the Hag Wytch, lift the hag stone to your eye and stare at her until she disappears. That’ll ground you in this world a bit, buy you some time. But keep your eyes out.”

He hands over the final hag stone to North Girl. The men had originally crafted four while in the Witchwoods, one for each member of our coven. We’re giving over an important tool to my friends, but it’s an easy choice. They can’t keep themselves safe without them, and we can.

We’ll handle it.

Next time I see the Hag, I’m going to grab her with a vine or something. I grew an entire yard of pumpkins, didn’t I? I can do this. I will do this.

“A sacrifice?” North Girl is staring at the smooth stone in her hand, the one with a hole right through the middle. “A person or an animal?”

“Person.” Brooks doesn’t sugarcoat it, glancing over at Tanner and Marlowe. They sign back and forth for a minute, long enough that all four women in the room with me turn to look. It’s a sight, isn’t it? Three dudes wearing witch hats, two of them covered in blood, one of them with a cat on his shoulders.

Ebon lands on the top of the fridge, startling North Girl. She almost drops her hag stone, but Georgia catches it and offers it back to her.

“Here. Take it. I’ll get you set up with a towel and clean clothes. We’re … going to need to get to know each other pretty fast here. I’m Georgia, by the way.”

“Talia.” North Girl slides off the table and follows Georgia out of the room, Fernanda and Tacy trailing behind. Flick chases after them, but only because there’s a new person he wants to visit before he returns faithfully back to Tanner’s side.

Sigh.

Weren’t we just having crepes? Now we have to find somebody to kill? Goddamn it.

“You said you had an idea, some way we could find a creep?” Tanner looks over at me, and I nod, pulling my phone from my pocket.

“There are ways of finding sex predators in the area, for safety reasons.” I shrug one shoulder. “We can pick somebody from that list.”

“Found one already.” Marlowe turns his phone around, a picture of some guy on it. I lean in and squint to read the charges against him. I close my eyes. Force myself to take a breath. “I’m good with just grabbing him, but if you want to use a truth spell to see if he’s guilty, I’m fine with that, too. Removes any moral objections against taking out the trash.”

I open my eyes and nod.

“Yeah, let’s do that. Then I can sleep easy at night.” I bend to pat Flick on the head when he trots back into the kitchen, and then stand up, allowing Ebon to settle on my right shoulder. Still shocks me how light this monster crow is. “What’s the plan? Is there a spell?” I smile coyly. “Should we have sex in the backyard before we go, to bless some knockout charm or something?”

“No,” Marlowe says, drawing a knife from his belt (same one he used to threaten Nathan). He slides his thumb across the blade, drawing a thin stripe of red. He dips it into the extra salve that I dripped onto the table, and it heals instantly. “We’ll use a knife.”

“Oh, how very barbaric. I like it.” Tanner flashes a white-toothed grin, one wolf ear cocked while the other lies flat.

“You’re such a showboater, Lo,” Brooks says with a teasing laugh, and then he steps back and holds out a hand in the direction of the door. “After you, wife. Ladies first.”
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It’s not as easy as simply picking a creep and catching him at home. The first one on our list lives with several other people who congregate on both the front and back porch. The second one doesn’t answer the door.

The third one—with the worst crimes to his name thus far—shows up with a scowl and a knife even bigger than Marlowe’s in his hand.

“You creepin’ around my fuckin’ neighborhood?” he demands, but Marlowe just shoves his shoulder into the man and buries his own knife in the guy’s stomach. Our target drops his blade as Marlowe walks him backward and slams him into a wall, red blooming on the guy’s white t-shirt. “What the hell, man? What do you want from me?”

The sacrifice isn’t scared—yet. He’s bleeding, but I don’t think he’s critically injured. Maybe he’s even been stabbed before? I don’t know.

Marlowe lifts up the sugar-frosted blackberry that is the truth charm.

“Take this and eat it. If you don’t …” A slight twist of the knife. The man takes the berry and then tries to crush it with his hand. Marlowe turns the knife further, and the man screams, dropping the charm to the ground. It’s unharmed. Tanner picks it up, snatches the man by his lower jaw and forces it open. He uses air magic to keep the guy’s teeth apart, and then flicks the berry inside before releasing him.

“If I were you, I’d chew that,” he advises him, and Marlowe adjusts the knife just enough to provide incentive.

The man chews and swallows the berry, lighting his lips up with a pale glow.

Brooks starts off by asking him to confirm his name and address, if he’s been convicted of certain crimes. Then he instructs the man to tell him whether he’s guilty or not. He is. His answers make that so abundantly clear that I have to cover my ears and block out the sound for a minute.

I open my eyes in time to see Brooks take a flower off his hat, hold it in his palm, blow pollen into the man’s face.

He collapses to the ground, sliding off of Marlowe’s knife. Lo scowls and cleans the blood off before tucking the weapon back into the leather sheath he has hidden under the waistband of his jeans.

“No mercy for baby killers.” Tanner kicks the criminal over with his boot, shaking his head. He spits on the comatose body. So does Marlowe. Brooks. Me.

We use the same spell that we transported Tanner’s dad’s body with.

This time, we’re careful to make sure there’s nobody around to film us.
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The girls meet us in the parking lot at McKay Community Forest.

Because of our new foreboding spell, there’s nobody around for blocks. It’s like the fog is spreading out from our house, slowly pushing back the city.

It’s twilight now, darkness edging in around the trees with their evergreen points and their shaggy red-brown bark. They’re like giants, looming hundreds of feet above us on three sides. Something about the demure gravel trail, and the sweet little illustrated community map on the signboard make it that much eerier.

Somebody is about to die in these woods.

I pull out my handy new camera detector, purchased for about fifty bucks at a department store. Before anything happens, I check the parking lot, the trees, the start of the trail. Ebon flies overhead looking for drones.

“This is ridiculous,” Georgia murmurs, leaning over me as I point the device into a hollow log. No red lights. No beeping. We’re good. When I see that trail cam, I’m going to kick it off the tree and encourage Brooks to set it on fire. “How did you end up becoming an internet celebrity, Kate Poppy?”

“Because I’m a weirdo who would rather go into the woods alone on her birthday to stick her hand into a dead tree than go out with her friends.” I turn around as I say that, just in time to see Georgia break out in honest laughter.

“Goddamn it, Kate,” she says, but she says it fondly.

“We’re all good on the cameras,” I tell the men, and then Tanner is pulling the tarp away and our shadows are descending, wrapping silhouetted black claws around the criminal’s shoulders and arms. We drag him out of the bed of the truck, his bare toes catching on the ground, the tops of his feet scraping over gravel as he floats to the trailhead.

“That’s … wow.” That’s all that Talia says. I think she might be similar to Fernanda, who’s clearly having a good time here tonight. They find this witch stuff as fascinating as I do.

“I have the deer hearts,” Fernanda says enthusiastically, unwrapping a white shawl that’s filled with bloody, softball-sized hearts. She tries to show them to Brooks, but he waves her off.

“You’ll need them when we get there.” He takes off, assuming the lead, and I narrow my eyes on his broad back.

We can all navigate to the Witch’s Tree as well as he can, but fuck it. Let him be the leader here, too, if it makes him happy.

I hang back with the girls while we walk, trying to ignore the groans of the passed-out guy floating through the air in front of us. As we move, I keep the detector going, passing it back and forth through the trees. It’s supposed to have a decent range, thirty feet according to the box.

“You’re part of a coven, and one of your biggest worries is the internet?” Georgia sighs and sweeps her hands over her dark hair, smoothing it back and then fixing her bouncy ponytail. She’s in her UCSC sweatshirt and matching sweatpants. Interesting choice of outfit for the coven ritual.

The men and I wore leather pants made out of monster hide, combat boots, and bone necklaces.

There are no witch hats here other than ours. I reach up and run a finger along one of my brim’s fangs. Brooks did say that it’d be better if the women had hats, to catch the energy of their first spell. But he doesn’t know if any leather found here would work, or how long it would take. Just wasn’t time.

“We can handle the internet using magic—just not while dealing with the Hag Wytch.” My voice seems to shrink as we walk into the woods. Not because of anything I’ve done, but because of the darkness. The shadows. The austere, almost prison-like bars of the tree trunks. They repeat, endlessly it seems, into nothingness.

I shiver.

The fear spell hits all four of the women at once, and they cry out. Tacy collapses and Talia falls into a tree. Fernanda is wide-eyed and shivering while Georgia steps forward, as if to block her friends from danger.

“Use the hag stones,” Brooks commands, miming the act of putting the holey stone up to his eye. The women quickly fumble their stones into their hands, plucked from between their boobs (ah Fernanda, storing things in her bra) or pulled out of handy pouches worn just for this very purpose (yep, Tacy). Georgia already had hers in hand, lifting it up to peer out at the woods.

Talia digs hers from her shoe, and I decide that I like her already.

It’s dead quiet, fog drifting through the trees, the sound of a distant owl hooting. Real owl this time, not an unruly forest god. As always, it smells like both the ocean and the forest. As always, it’s creepy as fuck.

“Stupid goddamn motherfucking woods.” Marlowe, ever the eloquent one, hands tucked into the pockets of his sweatpants, hat brim dropped low. I can’t see his eyes, but when I step forward and push his hat out of the way, he not only allows it, he smiles at me. “Luckily, we’re not staying very long tonight.”

He’s right.

We’re only here to set the girls up, taking advantage of both the foreboding and the fear spell to keep away any unnecessary prying eyes. People have been trying to get a hold of my friends for interviews, too. Georgia found a man with a selfie-stick trying to film through her living room window. Pretty sure she beat him up.

“I don’t want to come back here tomorrow,” I admit, and Marlowe’s smile falters. Flattens. Goes cold. He pulls me into his arms which I didn’t expect, wrapping me up in warm hoodie sleeves and pressing me against his chest. He does happen to have a heart; I can hear it beating.

“Oh, wow.” Georgia drops the hag stone by her side and shakes her head. “That was … unsettling. You guys did that? It was like the fear of being alone, and the fear of death swept right over me. Disgusting. You didn’t tell me I’d have an existential crisis just walking out here.”

“You’ll survive.” Brooks offers a smile that isn’t a smile, turning and walking into the trees in exactly the right direction. Still an asshole. With a sigh, I push back from Marlowe, but he doesn’t let me go very far. He keeps me tucked up close beside him, Tanner falling back to walk with us.

He has his bow on his back, just like Lo does.

“I’d love to learn to shoot, when we have the time,” I tell them both, and Tanner grins.

“Lo is a better shot, but I’m a better teacher. I’ll turn you into an archery goddess, kitten.”

There are giant banana slugs everywhere. Lots of cute, little owls with eyes like precious stones. Cats with two tails. More floating jack-o’-lantern wisps. Spiderwebs with glowing eight-legged things in them that I refuse to look too closely at.

That single glowing vulture still stands vigil over the tree.

Before we use our shadow hands to move the sacrifice into the clearing, I use the detector to find the trail cam. There it is, right there at the base of a tree. Tanner clacks two stones together, tossing them onto the ground like small lanterns. They throw golden color onto everything, including the camera. It’s about the size of a paperback book, strapped to the bottom of a trunk near the dirt.

I kick it off, enjoying the sound of plastic being crushed under my boots. Yeah, I’m wearing them, the ones with the bone charms. It’s like our uniform, the hats and the boots. My breasts are covered today, so that’s nice.

Without even being asked, Brooks sets the device on fire and lets it burn.

We drag the man into the clearing, maneuvering his back to the Witch’s Tree.

Using the same rope from the back of the truck, Tanner and Marlowe quickly tie him up and leave him sitting on the ground with his legs splayed out, feet bloodied on the tops from being dragged.

Brooks steps up to Georgia, opens his bag, and hands out a knife.

It’s another dick-knife, but made of a pale pink stone with beige marbling instead of the white alabaster of our own. Two penis athames. That’s how many Brooks thought to bring back with him from the woods.

Interesting.

“We’ll bury the hearts in the four corners. If the Hag shows up, she’ll have to find and eat all four hearts before she can touch you inside the circle. If you see her, use the hag stones to get her to leave and then call us.” Brooks raises his brows at Georgia who narrows her eyes back at him. “Just don’t call us unless it’s a true emergency. If we’re unnecessarily interrupted tonight, I’ll be in the mood for blood.”

“Fuck you, domineering prick.” Georgia turns to me, ignoring Brooks. He scoffs and shakes his head, like he’s observing an unruly child. Brooks takes the hearts from Fernanda as I face my friend down in the uneasy dark. “I love you, you know that, right?”

“I love you, too,” I tell her, my voice hoarse for some reason. Not sure why. It’s not like I won’t see her again tomorrow.

What I want to do is stay here and watch, but when I mentioned that earlier, Brooks asked if I’d have wanted someone to watch our ritual. Even though I know the one these women are about to participate in is different from what I did with the men, it holds just as much weight. It’s just as sacred.

“Are you scared?” I ask, stepping a little closer to Georgia and taking her hands. She’s got the knife held loosely in one, but I grab onto her anyway. “You’re going to be the leader, Georgia. You’ll be pulling that knife across that man’s throat.”

She nods. She knows.

“I’m not afraid. For what he’s done, he should be dead already.”

I give her hands a squeeze, looking past her at Fernanda and Tacy. I don’t know anything about Talia, but she was scalped just hours earlier by a giant monster owl and she’s barely fazed. She even managed to convince her coworkers, parents, and a large majority of the internet that it was all staged by making a single TikTok.

Badass.

Tacy, she’s also been the overly practical one. The realist. I can’t imagine that any of this is easy for her. Fernanda, on the other hand, this is a dream come true. I think she might slightly prefer if she had a horny harem of hulking witch men, but magic is magic.

Sisterhood.

It hits me that I might’ve been a part of this sisterhood.

I could’ve been my friends’ North.

We were halfway to being a coven all along.

It’s bittersweet, that understanding. A sense of loss. A pang of what if. But even if I had the chance to change it, I know that I wouldn’t.

If I hadn’t fallen into the Witchwoods, I’d have drifted further away from my friends instead of closer to them. Think about that night: I chose to venture into the forest alone rather than go out with my friends, just like I said to Georgia. I wouldn’t be here fretting about a loss of sisterhood if I’d never gone into the Witchwoods in the first place.

“Shit, I might cry.” I reach up and rub my fingers against the corners of my eyes. The massive tongue that lives inside my hat decides to help, licking the salty streaks off my cheeks for me. “You guys are strong. You’ve got this.”

I turn away and grab one of the hearts from the white cloth in Tanner’s hands. Fernanda did ask if she could put the hearts in a plastic bag or something, but Brooks insisted that they be transported in a garment of ‘significant emotional value’, whatever that means.

The coven ritual spell that the women will be performing tonight can only be partially credited to Brooks. It was mostly written by Georgia. She used the instructions he penned to craft her own spell, things like: collect an item from a place of togetherness, find something discarded, bring something found, craft a garment that best represents your struggles.

Stuff like that.

I have no idea what clothes the women are going to wear, or if the sweatshirts and sweatpants they’ve all got on are the clothes for their ritual.

“No magic tonight, kitten. Save it all for the gate.” I take the shovel that Tanner offers me—we all have to dig our own holes—and I go at it until I’m drenched in sweat, and the hole is as deep as time permits. The sooner these women form a coven, the sooner Brooks can teach them to protect themselves.

Just in case we don’t come back from the woods.

Just in case we can’t close the gate.

Just in case we’re eaten by the Hag.

I drop the heart in and bury it, turning around with my shovel in hand, metal end stabbed into the dirt. My friends all look back at me, and … I can tell.

It’s time to go.

My eyes fill with tears that I don’t shed. This isn’t a sad moment. It’s a happy one. Honestly, being part of a coven is the best thing that ever happened to me. Even with the Hag. Even with going viral.

“Take care of yourselves,” I choke out, and then I start speed-walking with the shovel as a walking stick. The men, with their long legs, catch up easily enough.

“You crying, honey?” Tanner asks gently, reaching out to catch a tear. Doesn’t end up that way. My hat’s tongue slips out and collects it first. Tastes like sadness and salt. Tanner presses his palm against my cheek instead.

“I’m … I feel like my relationship with my friends is never going to be the same.”

“Definitely not.” Brooks is so matter-of-fact that even he seems to realize he’s being insensitive. Must be bad for him to pick up on it all by himself. The girls aren’t going back to college, are they? I almost run back and shout that out, just in case it hasn’t occurred to them. But Georgia is smarter than all that. She knows. I have to trust that she’s really thought this over. “But I’m sure your friendship will grow. You’re part of the most exclusive club in the world. Once we close this gate, there won’t be any more covens—ever.”

I rub the sleeve of my hoodie over my face, catching Marlowe’s look from the corner of my eye.

“I’m sorry,” he says again, but I already know that he is. I believe him.

If time rewound and Marlowe spotted me in the woods, he’d … walk away.

Fuck, that’s heavy.

“Now what?” I say, trying to perk up, to be cheerful. I’m good at that. I can smile even when I’m broken on the inside. Soon enough, it’ll stick. I’ll cheer up.

“What do you mean, now what?” Tanner snorts and reaches out to ruffle up my hair. I bare my teeth at him again, but he likes it, so it’s not a deterrent. “We’re going on a date tonight.”

A date.

We’re going on a date?

A scream echoes through the woods, and the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stands on end. I turn and run without thinking twice about it. My only thoughts are for my friends.

Color my surprise when I spot them through the trees, completely naked and covered in blood.

Not their blood though. The baby killer is slumped against the tree, throat slit. Dead. The blood—and the scream—belong to him.

Georgia is using salt to draw a pentagram on the forest floor. Ah. It’s her own design, so it can be whatever she wants it to be. Very classic witch of her. Her skin glows in the light of a small fire, flesh like moonlight and viscous ruby red dripping from her breasts.

She finishes the circle and holds out her hands to the other women. They join together and then, at Georgia’s whispered command, they start to sing. They begin to dance.

I’m mesmerized.

“Kate.” Brooks’ hand falls on my shoulder. He gives my arm a bit of a tug, turning me around and guiding me away from the clearing.

I swallow past the bite of magic in the air. It’s everywhere. It’s on the wind. It’s in the trees. It’s suffused into the moonlight. My friends are conjuring in a circle of womanhood, and I’m jealous. I can feel the power they’re summoning from all the way over here.

The four of us are silent as we exit the woods, and I try my very best to push my worries aside.

What if another stubborn influencer gets in there again? What if the girls put the corpse’s hand into the tree, and he doesn’t cross over? Will they be able to handle the body by themselves?

We pause in the quiet street, and I breathe out a sigh of relief at the lack of people. No crowd here, thanks to our insane foreboding spell. I reach up and adjust the brim of my hat, careful not to knick my fingers again.

“Why would we go on a date when the Hag Wytch is hunting us? I thought we needed to work on the spell prep.” I give Brooks a look, and he offers a weird smile in response.

He thinks one of us could die, that’s what that smile is. Shit.

“This is spell prep, sweetheart. Just … trust me on this.” The eyes on his hat slither to the right side of the cone so they can all peer down at me.

I sigh, propping a hand on my hip.

“Fine. Don’t twist my arm.” I roll my eyes. “What restaurant did you guys have in mind?”

“The Alchemy Lounge and Bar,” Marlowe states easily, redwood saplings growing from his hat.

Ah. That’s a super fancy place, definitely off the beaten path. It’s sort of in the middle of nowhere. Interesting choice. It’s been around for like forty-plus years.

“You guys don’t have anything nice to wear to the restaurant.” I’ve just realized that I also do not have anything nice to wear. Just that one LBD. Hmm. I should’ve asked Fernanda for a dress before she stripped naked and painted her breasts with the blood of a dead rapist.

“That’s what magic is for,” Brooks tells me, putting his hands in his pockets as he starts off down the street. A dog barks in a nearby yard, and Tanner makes this sharp, little sound under his breath, quieting the dog instantly. Magic? I don’t think so. Authority. He’s a beast and a beast tamer. As if to prove my point, Ebon lands on his shoulder and settles there.

“I thought we had to conserve our energy for the gate?” I quip, and Brooks smiles.

“Ah, so you do listen to us when we talk. It’s alright. A simple glamour spell is nothing. Won’t cost much.”

“You guys aren’t going to embarrass me at dinner, are you?” They never really embarrass me, but I enjoy poking at them until they poke back.

“Embarass you?” Tanner laughs at that, shaking his head. “Kate, we’re going to romance you. Make love to you. If that’s embarrassing, then I suppose it’s a fuck yeah, we are.”

Is that embarrassing? Maybe.

“I haven’t been to Alchemy since my parents took me there to celebrate my high school graduation.” Marlowe barks a harsh laugh, reaching up a hand to his hat and knocking off a pesky mushroom that’s just sprouted from the brim.

“Yeah, um, it hasn’t changed. Like, at all. Exact same decor. Exact same food. Still good though.” I jump when Ebon hops from Tanner’s shoulder to mine without bothering to open her wings. Tanner is grinning, trying not to laugh at me for being visibly startled by my own bird. “I think I can handle the Witchwoods a little better if I have chicken wrapped in phyllo dough for dinner tonight.”

“I know I can handle it better if I fuck you good tonight.” Marlowe points at me, almost an accusation. “That way, if we do die in there, at least I’ll have had something worth living for.”

He plays it off as a joke, or a tease. His expression is a little grumpy, lip gently curled. But he can’t hide the true meaning of his words. Lo is nervous, too. He’s serious right now.

“What the fuck is phyllo?” Tanner asks, and I nearly trip on a bit of cracked sidewalk. Redwood tree roots are huge. The cement is always bumpy and uneven, and I prefer it that way. Even with humanity layered over the top, I can feel the earth underneath me.

Along with my next exhale, there’s a little laugh. It could also be a gentle, whimpering cry.

We’re going to lose something in all of this.

I know it.

I know it as surely as I know that if we don’t manage to close the gate, we’ll be hunted by the Hag Wytch. She took Brooks’ leg off once already, and we were very, very lucky to escape her. If she isn’t catching us right now, it could be that she’s waiting for something.

For the first time in my life, I’m not wondering what if? I’m happy right where I am, in this exact moment with these men.

“Phyllo … Brooks, you want to tackle this one for me?” I ask, glancing over at him.

He looks back at me, and in every single place that I am weak, he’s strong. We’re a good mix, me and Brooks.

“We’ll be okay, Kate. You’ll see.” His red and black hair is wicked under the dim, golden streetlights. “And phyllo is paper thin sheets of dough layered over one another.”

“Huh. Never heard of it.” Tanner muses, weaving his hands together behind his neck.

“Do we have a reservation?” I ask. “That place gets busy, even on weekdays.” Fog swirls around my ankles as we walk the deserted streets back to our house.

“Reservation?” Marlowe gives me an odd look. “You’re fucking with us, aren’t you? Do you really think we can walk into a restaurant and have a peaceful meal after the scalping incident today? After a severed head exploded on the street next to us? In terms of public opinion, we’re screwed. Tanner’s front yard fuck-up is like a drop of water in the bucket of today’s shit.”

Tanner snorts, but Brooks nods approvingly, like Marlowe is speaking the gospel truth.

“Then how are we going out? Disinterest powder? Invisibility spell crafted from dragon’s blood?” I’m only half-joking. Maybe not even half.

“I already told you, witch.” Brooks takes the brim of his hat and spins it around on his head. The eyes stay facing forward, even as the hat does a half-dozen full turns. He leans down to whisper to me, and I swear, his next word sticks to the air and hangs there like an unholy promise. “Glamour.”

“Doesn’t sound like conserving our magic to me. Admit it: you three just wanted to see me sweat and struggle with a shovel tonight.” I sound indignant, but I blush a little, too.

“We’re hypocrites and bastards, Kate.” Brooks puts his hand on my lower back, fingers splayed. “I’m surprised that falling in love with us made you forget that.”

I almost trip again, but he holds me up and our eyes meet.

“In case I wasn’t clear enough: I don’t just like you, Katelynn. I would die for you.” Brooks drags me closer, his lips brushing my temple when he next speaks. “I love you, Kate.”

Holy. Shit.

I wriggle away from him and jog through the front yard, kicking the dense, white fog aside as I pound up the porch steps and unlock the front door.

I am loved. I am in love.

Life is good.

No matter what happens.

Life is great.
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Kate

I flick on a switch and flood the house with light, my boots loud in the peaceful space as I make my way to the kitchen. Stix yawns, curled defiantly on the top of the fridge next to the frilly purple mushrooms. There’s a little green fern there today, too.

Tanner is right behind me, tossing his bow onto the kitchen table. His expression is cocky, and his eyes are on fire when he casts them down the length of me. As always, it doesn’t feel like I’m wearing overalls but like I’m in lingerie.

Or naked.

He makes me feel naked with a single look.

“Can I pick your dress for tonight?” he asks as Marlowe joins us and Brooks falls a few steps behind so that he can properly bolt the front door.

I smile at my Eastwoods husband, gentle and soft and full of love.

“Absolutely fucking not. If I let you pick something out, it’ll be too short and too low-cut, and I won’t be able to relax in it.” I’m just guessing here. Maybe I don’t know Tanner well enough to even make a statement like that. As much as I’m into these men, as much as we’re building a family together, we have a lot of getting to know each other left to do.

“Well, you’re not going in raggedy overalls, are you?” Brooks passes by with his brow lifted in challenge. “From what I gather, this is a nice place, yeah? I’ll be wearing a suit myself.”

“I’m not promising a suit,” Marlowe adds, encouraging Stix to leap from the top of the fridge and onto his broad shoulders. She does, and then she bites his ear. Hard, if his slight wince is anything to go by. “But I’ll pick something nicer than sweatpants.”

“I’m going to dress up, you curmudgeonly dicks, but I don’t want to wear something … like any of you might pick out.” I cross my arms because, again, I’m still not entirely sure what any of them would pick out for me. “But if you’d like to offer suggestions, I’ll take them.”

“Kitten, have some faith. I wouldn’t make you wear some tiny-ass dress to dinner. I know you’re not into that.” He cups the side of my face and leans down, brushing his lips teasingly over mine but not quite kissing me. The move leaves an ache in my chest that begs to be soothed.

That, I think, is the whole point.

Tanner is grinning as he pulls away, putting both hands up in surrender.

“But you know what? Surprise me, Kate. I’m curious to see what date night looks like to you.”

I can’t imagine Tanner in a suit, so I’m just as curious to see what he picks out. Or Marlowe.

“Find a picture you want to emulate, or draw something.” Brooks tells me, opening the cupboards and pulling out sacks of sugar and flour. Huh. Part of the spell, maybe? “You can hold an image in your mind’s eye, if you want, but you’ll need to hold it steady during the casting.”

“And how exactly do we cast this spell?” I ask, curious to see if it involves spit or blood or orgies. Brooks said it was an easy one, but I won’t believe it until I see it.

“With cupcakes and eyelashes,” he tells me, and since I have no idea what that means, I sit down at the table, whip out my phone, and do a search for my dream dress.
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The eyelash portion of the spell is easy enough, but also … ouch.

According to Brooks, we need a single lash from each eye. I brush my fingers over my closed lids, hoping one will fall off naturally. It happens, right?

“What on earth are you doing?” Brooks asks, standing there barefoot in my kitchen with a mixing bowl held in his massive inked arm. He’s wearing one of the aprons that I never use. Ironically enough, it reads Bitchin’ in the Kitchen, Betwitchin’ in the Bedroom. Pretty sure that it used to belong to Fernanda.

“Trying to get a lash to fall off on its own?” I make it a question and Brooks sighs. The back door is open wide, despite the slight chill in the air, and all I can hear are crickets. And the Hag? Nowhere to be seen. If she shows up and starts eating the hearts that we’ve buried, we’ll worry about her then.

For now, tonight, this is just for us. I don’t think about why that is. I don’t think about how easy it would be to end up stranded in the Witchwoods. Or to end up dead. Eaten. Lost forever.

“Magic requires sacrifice, Kate. You can’t just find a loose lash; you have to pluck it.” Brooks sets the bowl down. He’s making salted caramel cupcakes, apparently. I’m still not sure how they factor into the spell, but if he wants to bake delicious treats for us to gorge on after we get home from the restaurant, who am I to complain?

“This shit hurts like fucking hell,” Marlowe bitches, seated in his usual chair and using a small compact mirror that I gave him to look at his eyes. He’s got a pair of tweezers in his hand, and I can barely stand to look as he grabs hold of a thick, dark lash and—

I turn away as he curses, closing my eyes.

“Could be worse,” Tanner explains, working on the thick caramel sauce that goes inside the cupcakes. I’m already drooling at the smell. “We’ve pulled off fingernails before. Toenails, too.”

I just stare at his back, trying to imagine the pain and failing to comprehend.

“For the love spell you wasted,” Marlowe begins, lifting the tweezers to his other eye. I look at Ebon as she perches on Tanner’s shoulder. Flick sits in the doorway with four tennis balls between his paws, staring at me and silently praying that I’ll throw one for the ten-thousandth time. “I had to cut off a piece of skin from my balls. Talk about a sacrifice.”

“The love spell that I wasted?” I reply, trying not to sweat as he passes over the mirror and the tweezers. Have you ever accidentally pulled an eyelash? It fucking hurts. Like, a lot. In the scope of life, it’s not that big of a deal, I know. But … but … I pick up the tweezers, pinching the metal between two fingers. “You had it coming. You were being a complete ass.”

“Was I though? Or was I telling you the cold, hard truth that you didn’t want to hear?”

Without thinking, I lift the tweezers up—they’re shaped like a black-and-white border collie—and snag a lash near the inside corner of my eye. Seems like I’ll miss it the least. With a deep breath, I yank and then … I howl. I howl like a little bitch.

“Oh my fucking fuck!” I yell, dropping the tweezers and putting my hand over my eye. Tanner is laughing so hard that he doubles over, one hand on the counter. Brooks just smiles as he separates three egg yolks and beats them into the butter and sugar.

Marlowe smirks as he sits back in his chair, crossing his arms. Both he and my cat narrow their eyes smugly in my direction.

“Aw, look at our North. Such a soft, little sweetheart.”

“Screw you, you dick.” I pluck a lash from my other lid and—despite my watering eyes that I can’t do a damn thing about—I don’t make a sound. I slam the tweezers down on the table, careful to keep the lashes where I can see them. If I lose one and have to do this all over again, I’ll be furious. “And also, what cold, hard truth? You were mad because I didn’t submit to your every whim, that I was doing my own thing. That is what happened.”

Marlowe reacts before I can think up a counter move, snatching me by the waist and dragging me into his lap. I don’t … hate that. Ah, who am I kidding? I love it. I’ve never once in my life considered a polyamorous lifestyle, but I’m obsessed. It’s so cozy, having three lovers in my grandma’s little vintage kitchen, tucked away in our Victorian at the edge of the woods.

Lo puts his warm hands on either side of my face while my cat hisses at both of us, annoyed that we dare disturb her perch on his shoulders. She crawls into his actual hood and curls up, and all I can wonder is how the weight of her isn’t choking him to death.

“We had no idea how cute and gentle you were.” Marlowe makes it sound like an insult, and now it’s my turn to narrow my eyes at him. He tucks some hair behind my ear, the harsh edges of his face softening as he studies me. “If I’d have known … I would’ve done things differently.”

“So, if I was a different sort of woman, that would’ve been the right approach?” I cock a brow, but Marlowe just laughs.

“Come on, don’t make it out to be something it’s not. We didn’t know you’d be a woman at all. You could’ve been a ten-foot troll for all we gave a shit. I was taking any North that came through that gate, any North at all.”

“Except for Talia,” I say, and he sighs, looking away like he doesn’t want me to know that there’s a decent human being underneath all of that prickly jerk-ness. “Because she was young, you let her go. I respect that. Some men might’ve …”

Marlowe makes a choking sound before looking back at me.

“God, fucking gross. Men need to aim higher than trying to bang underage girls. What the actual fucking hell? If I’d have wanted her as a North, I’d have just punched her. I wouldn’t have … And anyway, she wouldn’t have worked out. We would’ve had to rewrite all of Brooks’ spells. As a chalice, she would’ve been … platonic.”

“More bloodletting, more dancing, more singing, more collecting.” Tanner turns around and pushes a bowl across the surface of the table at us. “Try that. First time making caramel sauce or whatever the hell this is.” He crosses his arms to wait as Brooks takes the first spoonful. “When it comes to spellcraft, I’d much rather jerk off on your beautiful body, kitten. Get things done with an orgasm instead of tedium. Who wouldn’t want that?”

“Aw, how sweet, thanks.” I roll my eyes, but I can’t argue with him. I like it, too.

“It’s perfect.” Brooks hands the spoon over to me and then flicks Marlowe in the ear. “You’re supposed to be on frosting duty, dipshit.”

“Piss off. We don’t need it until they’re baked. What’s the rush?” Marlowe scowls, but doesn’t make any move to get me off his lap. I stay where I am, enjoying his warmth. The kitchen smells like sugar and butter, but even with all of that, when I breathe in, it’s distinctly Marlowe, like a breeze off the lake.

“Frosting, please.” Brooks tries to make it sound like less of a command, but it doesn’t work. I scoop a bit of sauce into the spoon before putting it to my lips. Oh.

My cheeks flush with pleasure.

“This is good, Tanner. You’re as much a chef as Brooks. You sold yourself short.”

He flicks his tongue against the corner of his mouth and then winks at me, a very flirty gesture. I exhale and force myself to get off Marlowe’s lap before I start something in this kitchen that doesn’t just end with cupcakes and disguise spells.

“Thanks, kitten.” Tanner turns to Brooks, hands on his hips. “Should we, uh, get the next part of the spell over with?”

Brooks’ mouth twists up into something cocky, self-assured, and amused. He looks over at Marlowe, who sighs and puts both hands over his face.

“I hate your spells, Brooks. As soon as I learn to write them, I’m fixing this shit.”

“We’ll see. I have my mentor’s glamour spell memorized. Takes three days and two dozen objects. Want to cast that instead?” Brooks gets out another large bowl and sets it on the table. “Sweetheart, can you close all of the curtains? Just in case.”

Uh. My face squinches up in a silent what-the-actual-fuck. But I stand up and close the back door, dragging the curtains shut over the glass. Flick whines pitifully, staring morosely at his tennis ball stash.

“What’s wrong with the next part of the—” I turn around and stop talking.

Brooks is undoing his pants. He picks up a bottle of olive oil, using it on his hands. For lube. Fucking lube.

My gaze shifts to the bowl of unused egg whites on the counter and an odd suspicion creeps up on me.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold up a second here. What are you doing?” I put my hands on my hips, attention glued to Brooks’ hand as he grips himself with tight fingers, tongue pressed to the inside of his cheek.

“Finishing the recipe, Kate. Did you really think we could just bake plain old cupcakes and end up with a glamour?”

“I’ll just wear something out of my closet.” I hold up both hands. “If you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do then … just stop. I’m not eating cum cupcakes.” I pause. “Cumcakes. I’m not eating them.”

“Yes, you damn well will.” Brooks drags his grip down the length of his shaft, groaning in that deep, warm voice of his. I could eat that sound. It’s delicious. Also, he’s an ass. “This isn’t just a spell for a new outfit. Do you want video cameras in our faces while we eat?”

“Phones,” I correct, because he’s still stuck in decades long-past. But that’s just semantics. I do not want to go out on a romantic date and find myself swarmed by influencers. Or cops. Not sure if the glamour will work on the Hag Wytch, but I don’t want to see her either.

Tonight is about me and these three men.

This is about us, as a coven. As a family. As a … well, not a couple. A quad? I don’t know what the term is, but this is about our romance. About us, period.

I sigh, and everything clicks into place. No wonder Marlowe looks like he wants to die.

“We’re going to have to eat these cumcakes, aren’t we?” I ask, and Brooks laughs, head tilted back, gaze on me. He meets my eyes as he fucks into his hand, pumping his hips into his tight fist. There’s an obscene sound, wet and slick from the olive oil. Good thing I buy the good stuff. Extra virgin, too, which is honestly pretty funny.

“Oh yeah.” Brooks laughs again as Marlowe groans and Tanner grins.

“They taste okay. Can’t even tell. Swear on my dead daddy’s zombie.” Tanner flicks the button on his jeans. His quicksilver eyes rake over me, and I shift from one foot to the other. It’s impossible to watch something like this without getting turned-on. My men … wow. Yeah. My men, they’re gorgeous. They’re jerking off in front of me.

I want to touch them.

“Can I help?” My voice is a husky whisper, an extra layer of velvet and love in a house that smells like creamed butter and cinnamon, caramel and salt. Brooks’ shadow crawls across the ceiling, antlers stretching down the opposite wall. Tanner’s rears up, tongue flicking and twisting like a serpent.

“Can’t touch us, sorry.” Brooks is still watching me, but his voice is broken now as he picks up the pace. “Later tonight, hon. I promise.” He chokes on the word hon, and my knees go weak. He wants me so bad. I can smell that, too, his desire for me.

“Such an eager little kitten.” Tanner doesn’t put olive oil on his hands like Brooks. He drizzles it right over his erect length, drips of it running down to spatter on the floor. I take a step closer to the table. And then another. Place my hands on the surface, lean in.

“You have no idea,” I reply, and Tanner makes this rough sound in his throat, like he’s seconds away from throwing the table to the side and grabbing me. I wish he would, but I know he can’t. That makes it even better. “Thumb the slit for me, tiger.”

“Tiger?” he says, and then he’s laughing and doing exactly what I asked, pulling his foreskin down and brushing his thumb over the head of his cock. “Mm, fuck, that’s nice. Be better if it was you though.”

I bite my lower lip, my attention shifting to Marlowe when he shoves his chair back with a screech of wood-on-tile.

“Goddamn it,” he murmurs under his breath, shoving his hat brim up so he can look at me. His sweatpants get caught on his erection when he tries to push them down, and I can barely keep back a laugh. He seems annoyed as it is, and I want him to pleasure himself good.

It doesn’t escape my notice that all three of them were hard for me before they even pulled their pants down.

Marlowe holds his hand out, palm up.

“Spit,” he commands, and I can’t keep my lips from parting in surprise. Lo wiggles his fingers at me. “Come on, Kate. I need some lube.”

I snatch the olive oil bottle and hand it out to him, but he scowls at me.

“No. I want you.” He keeps his hand extended, an arrogant witch in sweatpants and a sneer. “Spit or I go in dry.”

“Whose problem is that?” I retort, and he drops his hand to his dick, getting ready to punish himself the way he always does. Brooks touches himself like he’s challenging me to stay calm in the face of his magnificence (annoyingly enough, it is difficult). Tanner jerks off like he’s buried deep in a fantasy of being buried deep in me.

But our Westwoods? He hurts himself, like that’s his due penance.

With the gentleness that I know he needs, I grab his wrist and he goes still. Carefully, slowly, I bring his palm up, and I pour a generous helping of oil in his hand. His dark eyes are on mine, nostrils flared, but he doesn’t jerk away.

I release him and he grabs his cock in rough, mean fingers.

“No, Lo. Don’t hurt herself. Pretend it’s my softness all over you, baby.”

“Baby?” he replies, but he chokes on the word. Tiger. Baby. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me right now.

I’m … happy. Despite everything, I’m happy and all of my guards are dropping. Walls coming down. Shields shattering. I’m offering true, genuine intimacy to these men.

“God, Kate.” Marlowe braces a hand on the table, bending over as he works himself up with fast pumps of his fist. Less rough though, like I got through to him.

I walk around the table in Tanner’s direction, and I move his jeans down enough to get a full view of his perfect ass. All three of them have gorgeous butts, taut and firm from living in the woods and shit.

I smack Tanner with an open palm, nice and hard.

“You are in so much trouble later,” he groans, but he’s licking his lips and his shadow is licking everything. That dark silhouette of a tongue lashes around the kitchen, making the candles Brooks lit earlier flicker with each sweeping motion.

I spank him again, for good measure, peering around his big body to see that his balls tighten with each slap. He loves it, this kinky bastard. I spank him a third time, and his hips buck. I put my other hand on the side of his neck, a possessive gesture that really gets him going.

“That’s cheating, Kate,” Brooks mumbles, so I release Tanner before he finishes. He’ll have to get there on his own. I imagine that’s part of the spell? Since I’m still not sure how the magic works, I trust Brooks’ words. Also … he’s next. “Don’t you goddamn dare,” he warns me, shifting his attention over as I slip behind him.

I raise my hand, but he turns and catches my wrist before I get a chance.

I spank him with my other hand, palm slapping those sexy cheeks. It’s so fucking hot to see the three of them with their dicks and asses hanging out like that. The flat sweeps of midsection beneath their shirts. The hats. The smell of baked goods and pre-cum.

“Live a little, you domineering alpha-dick.” I try to spank Brooks again, but he’s on me before I get a chance. Pushing me back against the counter, pinning me there with his body. Doesn’t touch me though, just traps his oiled cock between us, hands on my wrists, green eyes peering down at me from beneath his hat.

His shadow looms behind him, falling across the refrigerator with its massive rack of antlers.

“Oh, it’s not about all that. I just like being bossy. That is what gets me off, Kate.” Brooks releases me, putting just enough space between us that he can continue to stroke himself without touching me.

He keeps his eyes locked with mine as I edge away, sliding along with the edge of the countertop against my back. Brooks doesn’t stop looking at me as I approach Marlowe, finding his sweatpants rucked nicely beneath his perfect cheeks.

“You guys are so goddamn fucking hot. I want to cry.” I spank him, and Lo grits his teeth, closing one eye and using the other to glare daggers at me. He doesn’t like it the way Tanner does, but he wants to please me.

He wants to please me, and I love that so much. His shadow spreads its demon wings before curling in on itself, like a gargoyle. It’s quite the sight, stretched across the folds of the heavy purple curtains covering the back door.

I see now why Brooks wanted them shut. We don’t need our cumcake baking posted online.

I run a finger between Marlowe’s cheeks, and he shudders violently, hand clutching the edge of our round dining table so hard that the wood creaks in protest.

He starts to glow. Tanner is glowing. Brooks. Me.

We’re all glowing again.

I raise my hand to spank Marlowe again, but he slams both eyes shut and gives this rough, angry growl, like he’s literally coming apart at the seams. His shadow writhes behind him as he spurts hot jets into the delicate ceramic bowl. It’s pale pink with daisies on it, and once upon a time it was my grandma’s wedding present.

“That’s …” I wet my lips. “Fucking filthy.”

Marlowe grumbles and yanks his sweatpants up, slumping back into his chair and then reaching for me. He drags me down to sit on his lap, facing away from him so that I can watch the rest of the action.

Brooks, I’m fairly certain that his goal is to be the last man to climax. Not sure that Tanner gives a shit about any of that. His eyes are half-lidded and fixed to mine as Marlowe’s hands travel over my body, from my waist to my breasts, yanking my overalls down and pushing my shirt up to reveal my bra. He takes the lacy cups in his hands, thumbing my already hard nipples, lips on my neck.

“Take her tits out for me,” Tanner groans, and Marlowe scoffs, like he’s going to resist for the sake of resisting. But then … something magical happens. Lo does what Tanner asked, yanking my bra down and spilling my naked breasts into his hot palms. “Pinch her nipples.” Another rough groan, a violent pump of Tanner’s hips. Marlowe does that, too, and I roll my lip under my teeth to keep from crying out.

Can’t give Marlowe the satisfaction without making him work for it.

“You’re going to want to be fucked after this,” he whispers in my ear, licking the side of my neck. His winged shadow is curled around my horned one, and it’s hard to see where one of us ends and the other begins. “And we’re going to deny you.” A little bite. A kiss to cover the hurt. A nibble on my shoulder. His fingers roll my nipples, yanking and tugging until my lips part and that swallowed sound comes pouring out. “We’re going to take you to dinner. Romance you. Make love to you. By the time you orgasm in our arms, you’ll have fallen in love with us and then learned to hate us all over again. That is how intense the pleasure’s going to be.”

Tanner climaxes with a grunt that I can feel in my lower belly, a primal reaction to the sound of him breaking wide and spilling into the bowl. It’s a violent climax, too, white ropes hitting the ceramic and splashing over the edge onto the table. It’s terrible. It’s dirty. It’s messy.

I rock my hips on Marlowe, but his response is to pull the lace back over my breasts, to yank the straps of my overalls up. He even pushes me up and off of his lap. I stumble against the table, putting my hands on it to steady myself.

Tanner and I meet eyes across the surface, a beautiful bead of sweat sliding down his temple and landing on his tattooed hand. He smiles at me, reaching his other hand up to give his own wolf ear a lazy scritch. His shadow is sprawled across the cabinets and the wall, and I get the feeling that I’m being watched.

Yeah, I know. We had our own intimate moment, eh shadow Tanner?

My attention shifts to Brooks.

His fingers pull his foreskin back, the head of his cock engorged and angry. He’s wanted to orgasm for a while now, but he wouldn’t let himself do it. Even with his own body, he’s in control. With his other hand, he grips his balls, like he’s massaging the cum out of them.

A slight tic in his jaw is the only sign of strain in that man.

“You ready for this, wife?” Brooks asks, and I purse my lips.

“Will you come on command?” I tease. “Can you do it on command?”

“What do you think? Even my dick listens to what I have to say.”

“I meant my command,” I correct, but he knows that.

Brooks releases his balls to flick his hat brim out of the way, smiles at me, and then he orgasms with intent and purpose. Tanner was a wild beast. Marlowe was a tortured man. Brooks is a paragon of control—which is why I know he does what he does on purpose.

His cum hits the edge of the bowl and while most of it ends up inside of it, some of it spatters and hits the side of my neck. My jaw. My eyes widen as I stare back at him, his cock jerking and twitching as he finishes.

The kitchen still smells like butter and sugar, but there’s the sharp edge of male release and fresh sweat mixed in. The creeping anger of unquenched feminine desire. I narrow my eyes as my shadow sprawls up and over the ceiling, consuming the dark silhouettes of all three men in the process.

Brooks fixes his pants. Tanner slumps back against the counter with his half-hard cock hanging out. Marlowe is relaxing in the chair behind me until Brooks picks up a washcloth and snaps it at him. I’m half-convinced that Lo is going to kill him.

But he won’t.

The men might not feel for each other the way they feel about me, but they’re bound together, too. We are in this together. The thought warms my heart.

“Frosting. Now.” Brooks wets the cloth with warm water and then steps forward, gently swiping his seed from my skin. The gentleness of his touch juxtaposed with the vile marking of my body with his cum … I’m obsessed. I want to be fucked hard, but I want to be loved even harder.

“This is torture,” I mumble as I close my eyes, droplets of warm water sliding down my skin.

“I know, hon. But trust me: it’ll be worth it. The harder you work for something, the better it feels.” Brooks tosses the cloth into the sink to deal with later, and then he picks up a spoon and … stirs the bowl of seed on our kitchen table.

“You’re lucky that I’m in a good mood.” Marlowe stands up to wash his hands before searching the cabinets for a saucepan. Brooks ignores him, but Tanner laughs.

“This is you in a good mood?” He grins when Lo turns a glare on him, taking his sweet, lazy time pulling his pants up. I hope his ass stings. Next time, I’m going to spank Tanner with a spatula or a paddle or something.

“You know what one of my bad moods looks like.” Marlowe pours brown sugar into the cast-iron saucepan, combining it with butter, cream, and salt. Just as domestically, Brooks adds the cum to the cupcake batter. Officially, it’s now cumcake batter. I stand by that name.

“I love you guys.” The words tumble from my lips, the most natural thing in the world.

My cheeks warm, but not with embarrassment. I’m turned-on, but I’m happy, too. I’m so happy. So fucking happy. My face breaks into a smile as all three witch men turn to look at me, big and brooding and wearing black leather hats with bone charms. Their shadows all turn in unison, painted on the walls behind them. My own shadow swirls around them, as if offering a supernatural hug.

I don’t know what I expect.

Not for all three of my husbands to smile back.

Not for them to look at me like I’m more than just a Northwoods.

But they do.

They really fucking do.

“I love you, too, Kate,” Brooks tells me again, voice just as smooth and confident and bossy as it is when he says anything else. He pauses and his smile widens even further, inked hands carefully folding hot semen into cinnamon-kissed batter. “As a woman. As a wife. As a painter with horrible taste in clothing and an endearing personality.”

My breath catches. I’m not going to cry, but I am bubbling over. I’m a cauldron, and my coven is brewing a spell inside of me that I’ve never experienced before.

“Hey, Kate.” Tanner chokes on the words, putting his hand over his mouth and mumbling against his palm like he’s ashamed of himself. “Thank you for being patient with an idiot like me.” He drops his hand and moves around the table, planting a kiss on my temple and curving an arm around my waist. “You’re the first person I have ever loved in any capacity. My first person.”

Uuh. My brain is broken. There are sparks pinging around inside my skull.

Tanner hugs me tight and then, as if he can sense Marlowe standing at the stove, steps back to give us some room.

Lo’s stirring the ingredients in the saucepan, but he’s looking right at me.

“You’re my happy accident, Kate. I love everything about you.” He pauses, looking away, like the emotions are as overwhelming to him as they are to me. “I love you.” Marlowe’s frown is completely and utterly adorable.

The kitchen goes silent but for the sound of stirring spoons and spatulas.

I am dead. I am officially dead.

Don’t let their love confessions throw you off, Kate. We need a dress. We need the perfect dress.

If I have to eat cumcakes for this, then my outfit needs to be really fucking good.
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Kate

The cupcakes look perfect, but they smell even better.

My contribution to the magical mix? A kiss. I press my lips to each cupcake, and a tiny golden heart puffs out like a little cloud. I stand up straight, tucking my hair behind my ears.

“You’d never even know they were made with fresh cum.” I cross my arms as I study the dozen cupcakes—err, cumcakes. It’s nice that we’ve got extras. Brooks says they freeze well, and that they’re basically charms. They’ll last for a couple of weeks easily.

“Won’t be able to taste it either.” Brooks picks one up and hands it over to me.

It’s bakery-quality for sure. The cream-colored frosting is piped in a perfect swirl, topped with a chewy caramel candy and drizzled with a bit of extra sauce (caramel sauce, not semen). It’s sprinkled with some sea salt, too. The liners are Halloween themed—it was all I had in the cabinets—so they’re orange with black bats.

Very appropriate.

I take the cumcake with a sigh, peeling the paper down the sides and closing my eyes. When I breathe in the smell, all I get is caramel. No sign of male ejaculate. Good to know. Not sure if I could stomach it if the cumcakes were musky.

I hesitate, and the men seem amused. Tanner takes the first bullet, yanking the paper down and biting half of it off in one go. He chews absently, eyes on the ceiling. I see his shadow, mouth open in a wild, bestial grin. It’s definitely licking its lips.

“Fuck, these are good. So much better than the cum bread and shit we baked in the woods.” Tanner finishes off the second half of the cumcake as Brooks picks up his own and Marlowe crosses his arms to watch.

Tanner then takes his hat off and tosses it onto the table in preparation for the spell.

I don’t know what to expect, but it’s definitely not what happens.

The air around Tanner swirls in a spiral, like a mini tornado whipping the fabric of his clothes and hair. It doesn’t affect anything else in the kitchen which is impressive enough. Even more impressive is when the tornado builds, obscuring him from view.

Holy crap, they’re the dark woods version of magical girls! This is like some gothic, elemental Sailor Moon shit.

It only lasts a few seconds before fading away, leaving Tanner in a forest green suit jacket and slacks with brown boots and no shirt, no tie. The suit jacket is undone, showing off his perfect abs and chest, his occult ink and our knife-made coven sigil. He looks down and grins, buttoning the jacket and then holding his arms out.

“You don’t think they’ll kick me out for missing a shirt, do you?” he teases, and Brooks shakes his head.

“They won’t pay near enough attention to us to care; that’s the whole purpose of the spell.” Our leader downs his own cumcake in just a couple of bites, and this time, it’s fire that spirals around him, cocooning his body in flames. I can’t feel any heat, and nothing catches on fire, but when the flames fade away, there he is in a perfect black-and-white tux. His shadow reaches up, as if adjusting the bow tie even though Brooks doesn’t make a move to do the same.

“Don’t think about it, Lo,” Marlowe whispers to himself, shoving the entire cupcake in and cringing as he chews and swallows, washing it down with a huge glass of milk before he steps back from the table.

Predictably, he’s obscured by a rush of water that doesn’t get anything wet but which does cause Stix to go sprinting from the kitchen with her tail fluffed in the shape of a feather duster. Demon wings snap wide behind him, like a great unveiling.

Marlowe is left scowling and licking his lips, like he wants to banish the taste of cumcake from his mouth. He looks handsome as hell in a blue jacquard blazer with silver thread and crisp, dark blue jeans.

I’m blushing as I take my own cumcake and edge toward the kitchen doorway.

“I’ll be right back,” I blurt before rushing up the stairs to our room.

I know they’ll follow me, but that’s not the point. We can leave the door cracked and pretend there’s such a thing as privacy in this house.

I toss my hat onto the bed, look into the mirror above my dresser, and take a bite.

First off, the cumcake is heavenly. Moist, warm, the perfect blend of sweet and salty. I’m not someone who enjoys frosting as a general rule and yet, I eat it all, licking my fingers clean and grinning as vines whip out of the wood floors around me. I’m caught in a swirl of green leaves and chlorophyll as they twist and writhe, tearing my clothes off—literally, tearing them off—and leaving me naked. The vines wrap around my body after ravaging me, plastering themselves to my skin and fading away until I see myself in the gown that I picked out.

It’s not quite the same as any one thing I looked at online, but an amalgamation of designer dresses I’d never be able to afford. Gauzy violet shrouds me, leaving my witch-inked arms exposed but clinging to my curves and ending in purple feathers at the floor-length hem. The dress is opaque at the top, decorated with silver stars and moons. The lower half, starting mid-thigh, is see-through, showing off my legs.

The gown is high-necked, low-backed and absolutely stunning. Ethereal. I look and feel like a witch queen, especially when I pick my hat back up and place it on my head. Oh, and the shoes—

Somehow, I’ve forgotten shoes.

Oops.

I dig through my closet, finding black ankle boots from the same Halloween costume that summoned the only LBD to Kate-the-overall-lover’s wardrobe. I slip into them and then decide to spice up my outfit with a little bit of makeup (which I never wear), a silver pentagram necklace (yes, from the damn Halloween costume), and some amethyst earrings that used to belong to my grandma.

Peeking beneath the skirts of the dress, I’m happy to see that the lingerie I wanted is in place. Forgot to style my hair though. Oh well. Next time I eat a cumcake, I’ll remember all of these lessons.

I gather my orange and black hair into a braid, pull it over my shoulder, and tie it off with a black leather strap that came off one of the boys’ pants. Or boots. Or hats. Something. It’s definitely Witchwoods leather because it’s warm in my hands which is … unusual.

“Done.” I do one, last twirl for myself before grinning and then heading out to the upstairs landing.

I nearly trip on the top stair and plummet to my death, and it’s all the fault of those awful fucking Witchwood Boys.

They turn in unison to look at me, and their shadows do the same, caught by the light from the fireplace and thrown across the curtains behind them. Tongue and tails. Antlers. Wings. Crouching demons reflecting back the wants and desires of the men they’re attached to.

My hand is on the banister, a precarious sense of imbalance in my brain. The men are as taut as bowstrings, ready to fire should I fall. They’d catch me in muscled arms or webs of water or flame, a cushion of dense air to keep my bones from breaking.

I straighten up, my fingers tightening on the old wood. My horny shadow creeps forward, ready to slink down the stairs ahead of me. The men stand together on our living room rug, fireplace crackling and grandfather clock ticking. Ebon cocks her head, watching them from her perch. Stix is an adornment on the sofa while Flick stands guard, waiting for a command.

Tanner adjusts his unbuttoned jacket, flashing his naked midsection underneath. He smiles up at me, but it’s a wicked little smile, slick and haunted. Bewitching. A trick-or-treat smile.

Marlowe crosses his arms and hides his red-blooded blush beneath the shadow of his hat brim, finger resting against the edge of it and tapping out an uneasy rhythm. A spare bone charm sways with the motion.

Brooks waits impatiently for me to join them, studying me with an intensity that makes my toes curl in my shoes. He doesn’t have to say anything at all to be commanding, especially not when he’s decked out in a witch hat and a tux with a bright red bow tie.

Seems like they took the time while I was sprucing up my bare-bones cumcake outfit to do the same with their own.

The sight of them has me bewitched. I can’t move. All I can do is stand there and study the three colossal witches consuming my living room. That soft, cozy spirit is still there in the furnishings and the fire, but there’s an impatient heat to everything, an edge that only they can bring.

My skin tingles, as if a blade is passing harmlessly across it. I’m not being cut, but I could be, if I moved the wrong way. They’re terrifying, but beautiful. Haunted but handsome. Witch hats and ink and scarification, magic and mayhem.

I start to notice little things, like how Marlowe’s switched out the laces on his navy-and-white sneakers for the thick, leather ones from his Witchwoods boots. Dried flowers and bones shift the vibe of his tennis shoes and denim jeans, adding to that unnerving predatory nature I first noticed in the woods. He’s also swapped out the shirt beneath his blazer for a too-tight and overly casual tee that shows off his muscles.

The sprig of rosemary, lavender, and thyme in Tanner’s jacket pocket likely comes from the pots on the back deck, pots that have lain dormant (aka dead) since my grandma’s passing. I’ve been using them to practice my magic, and seeing that little makeshift boutonnière there makes it more than worth it. Bet it smells good, too. It’ll add to that forest beast scent that clings to his skin, an apropos fragrance that matches the hardness of his taut, naked tummy and chest. I catch sight of his left nipple as he shifts his weight slightly.

Brooks has a heavy belt looped over his slacks, his machete hanging on his right side, a brown leather bag attached to the other. He’s wearing rings on his fingers, big heavy metal ones, some with skulls, a few made out of wood. He reaches up while I watch and unties his bow tie, letting it hang in two violent red stripes over his crisp white shirt and the black silk lapels of his jacket.

Firelight carves them into striking visages, sharp smiles and hooded eyes, playful tongues and lip biting and tense jaws. Three witch men in pointed hats and arcane romance, carnal expectation nipping at their heels.

I walk down the stairs with gauzy violet fabric swishing around my legs, our shadows swirling together into a dark mass on the walls and ceiling.

“Hi,” I tell them, pausing a few feet away, as if that small distance could keep me safe. I could disappear into the Witchwoods, and they’d still find me. They’d hunt me, but I’m not prey because that’s what I want. Always. I want them to come for me. A smile stretches across my face and I laugh, putting my hand to my lips. “I can’t pretend that you haven’t cast a spell over me.”

“Us over you?” Tanner looks at Brooks and Marlowe, and there’s some signing that goes on that I, of course, can’t understand. “Kitten, you’re ravishing.” Tanner’s lips twitch as he looks back at me. “You’re going to be ravished.”

“But only after dinner,” Marlowe says, swiping his hand over his mouth. “What did I tell you? You’ll love us and hate us tonight.”

“That’s sort of been my vibe with you guys since moment one,” I pretend to gripe, swiping my hands down the front of my dress, as if I’m not completely and utterly affected by their presence. “What’s new?”

“No.” Brooks is dead serious. He’s not even smiling. “Tonight is going to be different. We’ve fucked each other, confessed our love, lived together, but we haven’t gone on a single date. This, Kate, is our very first and we’re going to make sure that we brand it into your heart and soul, a memory to carry into eternity.”

I snort a laugh, but none of them are smiling at me, not even Tanner.

They’re serious.

I end up blushing, but only with excitement.

“Did you guys talk about this when I wasn’t around?” It’s hard to fathom, since we’re always together.

“We did.” Brooks signs something and the other two men smirk. Assholes. “You sleep heavy, Kate, especially after a few hard, body-wracking orgasms. We have plenty of time to talk amongst ourselves.”

I don’t know what to say, so when Tanner offers me his arm, I take it, and off we go.

Our first date. But not our last.

Tonight, we’ll toast to a lifetime of happy memories, and I won’t think about the Witchwoods.

Nature is bountiful and barren in equal measures.

I would do well to remember that.
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It’s nearly ten o’clock when we arrive at the restaurant, a good sixty minute drive from our house. Doesn’t matter though. This is one of the only upscale places in the whole county, and they take reservations all the way until ten-thirty.

The Alchemy Lounge is located down a quiet road past the sleepy seaside town of Trinidad, buried in redwood trees and nighttime shadows. There are no streetlights out here, very few houses, and zero phone service.

We pull into the small parking lot alongside a row of other cars, and Tanner is right there to open my door for me. He holds his hand out and helps me from the backseat with a private smile touching his lips. It’s hard to see, with only a touch of silver crescent in the sky and a string of Edison bulbs draped over the restaurant’s front entrance.

“I’ve got butterflies, Kate,” he whispers to me as we stand there on a foggy night with the smell of the bay clinging to the air. The trees whisper in the breeze, and I do my very best not to think of the Hag. If she shows up, we’ll deal with her as best we can. “And I can tell you this with all certainty: I’ve never had butterflies before.”

“Stop that. I’m already a sure thing, remember?” I tease, but Tanner only shakes his head as Brooks and Marlowe wait on the front steps for us. Soft jazz music pipes through a set of speakers to the back patio, and I can hear light chatter and the clinking of dishes.

“No, kitten. I’ve said a lot of bullshit in my past to try and get laid. This isn’t anything like that.” He pulls me close, crushing my hat brim against his chest and putting my nose up against his undone jacket and all of the hot skin underneath. I breathe in and there it is, an herb garden in his pocket.

We hold each other in the dark for a moment before separating and cresting the front steps. Marlowe is holding the door and Brooks is already checking in with the host.

The foyer is narrow and eclectic, old rugs on the floors and local art on the burgundy walls. There’s a chandelier on the staircase to my left that’s made of brightly colored glass, twisted tubes of striped orange and white or blue and yellow, all tangled together.

We can’t see any of the tables from where we’re at, so I can’t say for sure if the glamour spell is working, but the host at least didn’t seem to register that we’re online-famous. Didn’t seem to care that we’re wearing witch hats.

He leads us to a table up the stairs, past several groups that also pay us no mind. Couples on dates. Families celebrating birthdays. A group of girlfriends with an empty bottle of wine between them.

Marlowe pulls out my chair for me, and Brooks smiles, like he approves.

We take our seats at a square table, allowing us to sit in our preferred spots. North for me, South for Brooks, East for Tanner, and West for Marlowe. The table itself is covered with a rug and then topped over with glass to keep it clean. There’s a tiny vase of fresh flowers in the center, and a view of the garden and the redwood trees out back, lit with more Edison bulbs.

It’s cozy, an upscale hippie chic that’s oh-so Pacific Northwest. Even more so, it’s Humboldt County in all its strange glory. It’s an interesting vibe for sure, unique and cozy, like we’re separate from the rest of the world, tucked away in our dark little forested corner of the California coast.

“You’re right: it hasn’t changed at all since I was last here.” Marlowe snorts as he looks around, studying the decor and the other customers. “Literally, not one thing. Not the chandelier, not the rugs, nothing. Fucking how? It’s a time capsule.”

“When you have a formula that works, you don’t fuck around,” I tell him, smiling as the waiter approaches and passes out our menus, handing the wine list over to Brooks as if he can sense his big dick energy, and then listing out the specials for the night. I don’t need to hear any of them; I already know what I want.

“Wine?” Brooks asks, flipping open the heavy leather-bound book in his hand. “We should all drink and celebrate this monumental event.” His mouth edges up in a sexy smile as he lifts his green eyes from the wine list to my face. “First time taking our beautiful wife out.”

I smile back at him, folding my hands together and resting my elbows on the edge of the table.

“Wine sounds nice. Maybe a chardonnay?” I lift a brow and Brooks drops his attention back to the list with an adorably thoughtful frown.

“I don’t know shit about wine. We’ll get whatever you want, Kate.” He scans the list as Tanner reaches up to his hat and plucks off a small charm—one of the few remaining. We’ve been going through them at breakneck speed. Tanner sets the charm on the table, and I see that it’s a tiny bottle filled with gold liquid.

“We can all drink, and then whoever has the unfortunate task of driving us back can take this. Sobers you up instantly.” Tanner sits back in his chair, his forest green jacket gaping open to reveal both nipples this time. They’re hard, too, and I can’t resist the temptation to let my gaze linger there.

“Want to flip a coin or something?” Marlowe asks, but he’s not paying much attention. He’s focused on the restaurant, as if he’s overwhelmed by emotion. He said he had his high school graduation dinner here, didn’t he? I wonder if he’s thinking about Miriam and Dennis, or his parents and the DNA test they’re going to want him to take. But then he looks back at me with his obsidian eyes, and there’s nothing there but desire and heartache, like sitting kitty-corner to me is too far away.

I reach out a hand for one of his, and he stiffens up before I stroke my fingertips over his knuckles, soothing him. Oh, we fit well together, me and Marlowe Waverley. I weave our fingertips together, and he exhales, releasing all of the pent-up tension in his broad shoulders.

“No need,” Brooks tells him, closing the wine list and setting it on the edge of the table. “I’ll drive us back.” He pockets the charm in his tux and picks up the small paper menu. There aren’t a lot of options here, but there doesn’t need to be. Everything this place does, they do well.

“Pros and cons of being the boss.” Tanner grins and studies the menu with shining eyes, like he’s still not used to being back and having so many food options available. “Brie en croute? Carpaccio? I can barely pronounce this shit, but let’s order it. Fuck, let’s get one of each appetizer.”

I laugh at that, and I don’t try to hold back. The buzz in the restaurant is nice, and without the whole world pointing their phones at us, it’s relaxing. Worth every bite of (admittedly delicious) cumcake.

“Let’s do it. We’ll break out the credit card and pay it off when …” Oh, wait. We’re never going to get paid for finishing the Pink Lady project because the owner is dead, entrails spilled and half-eaten by an angry forest god.

“We don’t have to pay tonight,” Brooks explains, looking over the menu. “The glamour makes us as slippery as our shadows. Nobody will notice if we dine and dash.”

Oh. Well. I wouldn’t normally agree to rip off a local restaurant like that, but maybe just this once. I don’t bring up Mrs. Madsen, but I know the men can tell that I’m thinking about her.

“We’ll get it all sorted, honey. Don’t you worry.” Tanner reaches out and slides his warm hand over my hair and cheek, cupping the side of my face. It’s such a familiar, comforting gesture. I lean into it and sigh, letting the soft background music and the sound of a champagne bottle being popped soothe my restless spirit.

“Aren’t you glad you just let me take the leadership position?” Brooks is teasing, but also … he’s fucking right. I don’t want to be in charge. If he says we can go out and relax tonight, that we don’t have to worry about the Witch’s Tree or our dead employer, then I’m happy to go along with it.

“Chicken wrapped in phyllo dough, huh?” Marlowe says, squeezing my hand back. “Stuffed with cream cheese and artichoke. That’s what you’re getting?” I nod and he shakes his head. “Pretty sure I remember my mom ordering this back in the day. I thought she was nuts. Smoked beef brisket for me.” He tosses his menu onto the stack and relaxes in his chair, hat crooked on his head, eyes half-lidded.

This is the most relaxed I have ever seen this man, and I love it. I love him. He’s fabulous when he isn’t scowling and sneering, and he’s still fabulous even when he is. It’s easy to see why so many gathered at a candlelight vigil to celebrate him for two decades. He’s got an energy to him that’s hard to resist.

“Baby back ribs,” Tanner declares, discarding his menu as well.

“Filet mignon.” Brooks wets his lips, like he’s already looking forward to it.

“Somehow, I should’ve known all three of you would order red meat.” I’m laughing, but I’m also serious. I relax back in my own chair, reaching out my other hand for one of Tanner’s. He grips me with rough, warm fingers, caressing my knuckles with sweeps of his thumb. Brooks and I tangle our ankles together beneath the table, and I’m so happy that I could die right there on the spot and not regret a single thing.

The waiter returns to take our drink order, but we give it to him all at once. He looks a little dazed, a bit distracted, and Brooks has to snap his fingers in the guy’s face a few times to fight through the power of our spell.

“Hopefully, he didn’t miss anything,” he says after the man leaves, and then Brooks is chuckling. It’s a deep, masculine chuckle, and it warms me straight to my bones. “This spell is handy, but it’s not ideal for good service.”

“Better than being swarmed.” I sigh and take a sip of the ice water we were given when we first sat down. “Admit it: none of you were truly prepared to face the horrors of social media.” My gaze shifts to Marlowe, and he gives me this devilish look in response.

“You’re right: YouTube and MySpace were nothing compared to whatever the fuck this attention-seeking mess is today. I’m almost glad I grew up without it.” He closes his eyes and lets his head fall back. “But I don’t care. We have a full coven. There’s not much we can’t do—if anything at all.”

“With time and effort, a little trial and error, Lo’s right. We’ll take care of the internet and the Hag, and then we’ll settle down and start our family.” Brooks glances up as the waiter returns with the appetizer board—not any of the items we ordered, but the one that comes standard with every meal.

A charcuterie plate of sorts on a wooden board. Goat cheese and tiny pickles, green olives and rye bread and salmon slices on cucumber, nuts and dried fruits and a bit of honey, prosciutto and apples and triangles of sharp cheese. Pate. Figs.

“Fancy,” Tanner says, and then he shrugs, digging into foods that I’m not sure he even recognizes.

“Start our family.” I repeat the words and then laugh again, shaking my head. “We can do kids—eventually. But that’s not necessarily my version of happily ever after. I want to enjoy being with you guys without them for a while. Say … ten years? Maybe longer.” I pause. “Do witches live longer than humans?”

“Not sure.” Brooks picks up a piece of rye bread and uses his knife to add goat cheese to the small, dense slice. “I’ve met a total of five witches besides us—my mentor and the coven she sent home—and I never got to see any of them make it past old age. I suppose we’ll find out.”

“I’m sure there’s a spell for that.” Marlowe grabs a piece of salmon-topped-cucumber and pops it into his mouth. The fish is raw, thin-sliced, and locally caught. Very nice. Very fancy. I’ve only been to this restaurant a few times in my life, and all of those times were with my friends’ families save once. My grandma brought me here for my eighteenth birthday. I miss her so fiercely all of a sudden, but I thank her for leaving her journal and her stories and giving me the courage to try the Witch’s Tree.

Without it, I’d be home alone with my pets and a dream of something more.

“How many kids was it?” Tanner asks, combining an apple slice with the cheese. “Did we agree on two each?”

“One each,” I counter, mixing a bit of pate and goat cheese on a slice of rye and then topping it with a dried fig and a drizzle of honey. Exquisite. I groan as I take a bite, and my hat reacts by licking my cheek and snaking a crumb from the edge of my lips. “Oh, damn, that’s good. You guys need to try it like this. I’ve just made the best combo ever.”

All three of them stare at me like I’m something precious to be kept and loved and fucked. Dark eyes and silver-blue eyes and green ones staring down at me. We’re quite the sight in our hats and our esoteric outfits. Too bad nobody can really see us. I think we make a beautiful family, a sensual romantic quartet, if you will.

“Personally, I love the idea of getting Marlowe pregnant.” Tanner grins, like the troublemaking little shit he is. “Use a charm, turn him into a woman. Get a few extra kids that way. What do you say? We could conjure adorable babies together.”

“Even if I were down for playing a game like that, I’d only let Kate fuck me.” Marlowe tries my magic combo for himself and makes a face. “The fig was overkill, Kate.”

“You’d get pregnant with my baby?” I ask, lighting up. Our drinks—a lavender lemonade to go with my wine—are delivered, and Brooks pours us all a glass.

“Hell fucking no. That was a hypothetical.” Marlowe picks up his glass, and I do the same. Brooks and Tanner join us, poised for a toast.

“I’ll birth one baby for you, kitten.” Tanner sucks on his lower lip, and I can barely stand to keep my eyes on his face when so much of his midsection is exposed. “To our coven, to our family, to our Kate.” He lifts his glass.

“To our coven, to our family, to our Kate.” Brooks and Marlowe repeat the words, but I can’t very well toast myself.

“To our coven, to our family, to my husbands.” I’m smiling so big that my face hurts, clinking my glass to theirs and taking a sip. I’m no wine expert, but it’s nice. More importantly, it’s alcoholic. I finish my glass and Brooks immediately pours me another. “Fine. At least three kids, but no more than six—someday. I’ll admit: I am curious to see what it’d be like to have a dick. Even more curious to see what it’d be like to stick my dick in one of you.”

Marlowe scoffs, like the idea is grossly unappealing. Brooks’ face softens, but also smugs. And yes, that’s totally a word. He smugs right up.

“Hon, no offense, but I think things are best as is. I don’t see you topping any of us—especially not with a dick. Just admit that you like spreading your legs and letting us do the work.”

I kick him under the table, but he’s unfazed. His eyes sparkle as he takes me in with a depth of emotion I’ve never seen before.

“Okay, now I’m for sure growing a dick and then pounding you in the ass with it.” I sip my wine as Brooks snorts a laugh of his own.

“We’ll see about that.”

“I’d let you play around, kitten—but with me as a woman. I’m curious to see what a female orgasm is like. It’s so much harder to get one, but damn if it doesn’t look all-consuming.” Tanner eyes the bottle of wine like he’d much rather just pick it up by the neck and chug straight from it.

“I don’t think any of you could handle being female. It takes finesse, and you’re all a bit too brutish to pull it off. What sort of ingredients would a spell like that take anyway?”

“Menstrual blood. Semen. Spit. Blood. The usual.” Brooks pours everyone more wine, and we empty the bottle so fast that we’ve ordered bottle two and then three before our first appetizers even show.

We dig into creole shrimp and grilled portobello together, much on crostini with gorgonzola cheese. We ordered five appetizers, not including the board, but it disappears like magic in the big bodies of my men. I’m happy to see them fed, relaxing in a restaurant instead of fighting for their lives in the woods.

Conversation stays fun and flirty through the appetizers and into the main course. I’m laughing and smiling my way through bites of flaky phyllo dough and cheesy twice-baked potato. It isn’t until dessert arrives, and my head is pleasantly drowsy with wine that the romance and the sex really kick in.

We order digestifs and coffee with cream, chocolate cake and a goat cheese mousse in the shape of a heart, drizzled with raspberry sauce.

“Open up, my love.” Marlowe’s voice is slurred and happy, lazy with food and wine and affection. He’s smiling beautifully at me as he holds out a fork and puts a bite of cake between my lips. I suck on the fork as he tries to draw it out, and his breath catches. “Slow down there, Kate, or I’ll knock all of this shit onto the floor and fuck you right here. With the spell, nobody would care or even notice.”

I giggle because I’m just drunk enough to do that, picking up my coffee and breathing in the scent before I take a sip.

Tanner’s hand has not-so-subtly rucked my skirts up under the table, fingers tracing over the bare skin of my thigh. He’s sipping cognac from a tulip-shaped glass and watching me like a wolf in the woods. Patient, but hungry. He leans in suddenly and presses a hot kiss to my mouth that has me breathless and dizzy with need.

I honestly wish they’d all knock the items off this table and take turns on me, but I know they won’t. They’re going to edge me until I’m crying for it, naked on our bed back home. It’s fine. I get it. It’d be hard to relax here with the Hag out there somewhere. At least at home, we have protections in place.

You liar. You’re so horny you could cry.

I can feel every part of my body in a way that’s rare, a heavy, drowsy need that makes my breasts ache and my nipples sting, my pussy hot and swollen and slick. If I close my eyes, I can sense every whorl of Tanner’s fingerprints on my leg.

When I open my eyes, I see Brooks, coffee mug in hand, pupils dilated as he studies me over the rim of the mug. He sips, and I feel it in my core. He licks his lips, and the contact of his leg against mine under the table is like a fuck. He smiles, and I go ice-cold and then white-hot. The massive eyeball on his hat is half-lidded, glazed with sensuality. He blinks, and all of the smaller eyes on his hat open and blink along with him.

I offer him a nubile smile in response, and he digs his teeth into his lower lip before setting his mug down. My hat swallows around my head, the tongue hanging loose and coiling on my right shoulder. It’s as satisfied as I am.

We’re all glowing softly, too. Eyes as bright as jewels despite the indolent sexuality in the room. Skin lit up from underneath and shimmering. Because of the glamour, nobody really notices us, but they can feel that simmering heat. I see couples scooting closer, men loosening their ties, women crossing and uncrossing their legs.

We’ve perfumed the room with chocolate cake, cognac, and sex.

With magic.

And what is magic if not dessert, liquor, good company, and carnality?

The wolf ears on Tanner’s hat twitch, an adorable contrast to the lewd grin stalking across his handsome face. The mushrooms on Marlowe’s hat have bloomed into black tulips with teeth, and they’re smirking at me.

We’re satisfied in so many ways, bellies sore with laughter, cheeks flushed with liquor and romance. But there’s one more itch I’d like to scratch, and we can’t do it here. Correction: they won’t do it here.

“Can we go home now?” I ask, trying to push the coiled tongue back inside of the hat. It resists me at first, but then it retracts like a snake burrowing into its hole. I finish off the last of my coffee, scrape the final bite of goat cheese mousse from the plate and then run my finger through the raspberry sauce so that I can lick it off with my eyes on Brooks.

“No. I’m not done with my coffee.” He’s still smiling, but it’s not a mirthful smile. It’s an acknowledgement of the ache between my legs, the one that spiderwebs through my veins and into my nipples, up the delicate column of my throat to my tingling lips, coils in my lower belly and makes everything feel tight and needy and unsatisfied.

This bastard.

“I think I’ll order another round of dessert.” Tanner catches the waiter’s sleeve, since the man has pretty much stopped acknowledging our existence. “More cognac please. And another cake slice.”

“Another coffee.” Marlowe lifts his mug, and I wet my lips, resisting the urge to stab all three of them with a fork. Lo slides dark eyes over to me, reaching up to pick one of the smirking tulips from his hat. He pops it into my water glass and then leans close, elbow on the table. “Didn’t I tell you, Kate? You’d love us, then you’d hate us, and then you’d vow to never let us go.”

“I’ve already vowed that,” I whisper back, and it’s almost a whine. Almost. I do have some dignity left. I turn to Tanner, but he’s sprawled in his chair, head tilted back and eyes closed. His hat is half-hanging off, but it never falls to the floor. I don’t think these hats can fall off. Or maybe they can, but since they’re semi-sentient, they do their best not to.

Our shadows are lounging all around us, half-covering the other dinner guests and their nearly empty tables. The restaurant is closed to new guests, but even those without glamours are given plenty of time to finish drinks and dessert.

“Good things come to those who wait.” Brooks takes out the charm from his pocket, opens the tiny bottle, and pours the golden liquid into what’s left of his coffee. “Be a good girl for us, Kate, and sit tight. It’ll happen, and when it does, it’ll be worth every second you spent pining for it.”

“You’re lucky that I enjoy this sort of thing. Georgia would’ve castrated all three of you by now.” I huff, but I force myself to exhale, to accept that it’s going to be at least an hour before I get what I want.

Skin on skin. Mouths on mine. Hands. Tongues. Teeth. Moans. Cocks. Climaxes. Cum and bouncing breasts and slick thighs and nails digging into mussed sheets. Fuck. I shift in my chair and that’s enough to make my pussy throb, to zing me with pleasure but offer zero relief from the desperate ache between my legs.

“I don’t believe in fate, but it’s a good stroke of luck that your wants match up with ours.” Tanner cracks one eye when the waiter returns with (hopefully) the last of our order. “You want to be our good girl, to be fucked, and we all want to fuck you.”

“Happy accident.” Marlowe adds cream and sugar to his coffee, stirs it without touching the spoon (yay magic) and takes a sip. Somehow, the sensual jazz that’s been playing this entire time is even more toothsome, like an audible display of my own inner thoughts. “I’m …” He hesitates, lifting his dark eyes to Tanner. The two of them stare at each other across the table while Brooks and I observe. He’s just as invested in repairing their relationship as I am. “I guess I don’t see the Witchwoods as a fucking curse anymore, like the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

“Does that mean you forgive me?” Tanner asks, winking slowly as he drinks down the cognac. I steal his chocolate cake and take a bite for myself before attempting to feed it to him. He parts his lips for me without losing eye contact with Marlowe.

“No. Never. But … what I’m trying to say is, I’d rather be here than in my old life.” Marlowe’s tongue teases the corner of his lip before he shakes his head, black tulips rustling. “I’m never going to forgive you, but I’ll give you a chance to start over. Just like Kate did with me.” He gags, like this is all too sappy for him to handle. “Just don’t piss me off like that ever again.”

“That’s how I feel,” I admit, looking over at him. Marlowe meets my eyes, and even though I believe that he’s sorry, that if he went back in time, he’d let me go … I still can’t forgive what he did. And that’s okay. Forgiveness isn’t owed to anyone, and it’s not always the healthier option to grant it. Only you can decide if you want to forgive someone. “Not just toward Marlowe, but to all three of you. I don’t doubt for a second that you”—I look at Tanner— “or you”—over at Brooks—“would’ve done anything differently. In fact, I’m convinced you both would’ve been even worse.”

Neither of them comments on it, but that’s okay. Pondering what-ifs is pointless. Here we sit at a beautiful dinner after a beautiful meal with an even more beautiful night on the horizon.

We sit in silence for the rest of the meal, but silence doesn’t mean lack of communication with the Witchwood Boys. They’re used to living in quiet spaces. Brooks and I talk with our feet, with my shoe resting on his chair between his legs. With his heavy exhale. With the tightening of his hands on his mug. His hips edge forward, so that his erection can touch the sole of my ankle boot through his slacks.

Tanner talks to me through the steady tracing of his thumb on my inner thigh, through his half-lidded eyes and the relaxed wolf ears on his hat. His slothful smile, and the flash of a canine when that smile morphs into another grin. The squeeze of his fingers on my knee, the way he accepts bites of chocolate cake from my hand, like eating dessert is foreplay.

My hand is threaded with Marlowe’s, my body attuned to every shift he makes in his chair, to the way he reaches down and adjusts himself through his jeans. He meets my eyes when he does that, blinking slowly, mouth in a neutral line but body angled toward me. I can smell him, too, and not just the breeze-off-a-lake scent of his Westwoods energy, but his want. Invisible pheromones with no discernible smell, but a wild impact with every inhale I take.

Brooks is the first to stand up, and my heart soars. I’m up so quickly that my chair nearly topples over, and he smiles warmly down at me, offering his arm.

We’re the last ones in the restaurant, the staff moving around us like we don’t exist.

Tanner goes down the stairs first, the crinkled black leather of his hat catching the light from the strange art piece that is the chandelier. Marlowe is behind us, and the smooth slide of his hand down the banister gives me chills. Brooks keeps me tucked close against him, making me feel both safe and wanted, desired.

Gentleman that he is, Tanner holds the door for all three of us.

It’s silent outside, pitch-black but for the Edison bulbs. The parking lot—which is really just a single row of spaces in front of the restaurant—is empty save for our truck. Tanner opens the back door for me and Brooks helps me in, pressing a chocolate-scented kiss to my cheek before he steps away to head for the driver’s seat.

Marlowe climbs in after me while Tanner, surprisingly, moves around the truck and joins us in the back seat from the other side.

I’m tucked between them now, hot muscular thighs trapping me on either side.

Tanner’s hand is rough, a little wild, when he shoves my dress up and places his palm on my thigh. I shudder and turn to find him staring down at me, unsmiling and way too serious. As we look at each other, he drags that palm up my thigh until he uncovers my panties.

“Oh, fuck. Did you glamour these, too?” That’s Marlowe, tracing a finger along the edge of the lavender lace with the pearl detail. I don’t know how I forgot shoes but managed to secure lingerie. Suppose that reveals a lot about my inner slutty psyche, huh?

I’m not given the opportunity to respond.

Tanner wraps an arm around my waist and hauls me into his lap, my naked legs straddling his strong thighs. My purple dress is a mess of feathers and violet linen and gauze around my hips. The silky crotch of my panties is pressed tight to the heavy bulge in his forest green slacks.

“Oh, baby,” he moans, like this game of denial is as painful to him as it is to me. His big hands cup my ass, squeezing and kneading the plump flesh, fingers edging toward the hot core that I want so badly for him to touch.

He doesn’t.

He knows what he’s doing.

His slightly stubbled jaw brushes across the tender skin of my cheek as he leans down, pressing kisses to the fabric covering my neck. Someone else’s fingers—Marlowe’s—tickle the naked skin of my back, tracing the plunging neckline of my dress.

I wrap my arms around Tanner’s neck, pushing my breasts into his naked chest. His jacket is unbuttoned and gaping open, giving me easy access to his hot skin and the scar of our coven blazoned over his heart.

Marlowe presses close on Tanner’s right side, one knee on the seat. His right hand is on my back while he uses his left to turn my chin toward him. As Tanner grazes his teeth over my pulse, Lo steals my lips.

I moan into his mouth, opening for him, tilting my head to give him better access. He’s slow and purposeful with his kisses, but his tongue is demanding. He shows me what he wants as I struggle to keep from melting into a puddle on the back seat.

Somehow, even though I can’t see him, I know that Brooks is watching us with those eyes on the back of his head.

Tanner takes my hips and pushes me down and into him, grinding his cloth-covered cock into the wet silk-and-lace that wraps my pussy like a present. I want it all off. I want to be naked. I want so much more than this careful teasing, but Tanner and Marlowe are, for once, in agreement with one another.

They’re slow and methodical, each move calculated to deal maximum damage.

Marlowe moves his attention from my lips to my neck, and Tanner takes his place, covering my mouth with his own and ravishing me with lips and teeth and tongue. I’m humming and whimpering and wiggling against them, but they’re stubborn and they don’t relent, trading me from one lap to the other.

I sit on Lo, rubbing my pussy against his jeans as he traces fingertips down my spine, as my right hand cups and caresses Tanner’s cock through his pants.

The air in the truck is hot, the windows steamy, when we finally pull into the driveway of our abandoned forest-edged neighborhood.

Both Tanner and Marlowe drag themselves away from me, the former helping lift me out of the truck when Brooks opens the back door. He takes me in his arms, setting me down on the grass beside the driveway and capturing my face between his hands.

His kiss is like a punishment for the suffering he endured while watching me with the other men. I’m yanking on the untied red lengths of his bow tie, pushing up to my tiptoes, fighting for more, more, more.

Fog swirls around us, a foreboding that we conjured and so take no heed of.

“Please,” I breathe against Brooks’ mouth, “take me upstairs.”

All of the eyes on his hat blink in unison, a slow, terrifying smile stretching over his lips.

“Katelynn.” Brooks’ voice is a command as he lays a heavy hand on my shoulder and leans down. His expression is gleeful malice. “I’ll be the one giving the orders.”

And there it is: hell in his eyes.

I close my own and get ready to embrace the flames.
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Brooks

“All four hearts are accounted for. Protection spell is active. House is secure.” Tanner is panting as he delivers his report, and the sound of his voice turns Kate’s tattooed arms into gooseflesh. I watch the ripple of her skin with one of my hat’s eyes, another on Marlowe, a third for Tanner.

My own eyes are reserved for Kate.

She stares back at me, plush lips parted, and I can’t resist. I lift my right hand and run a thumb along her lower lip. I should make her suck it the way she sucked Marlowe’s finger in the kitchen.

“Marlowe, bring me the book of skin.” I watch him with my hat, slipping my thumb into Kate’s mouth and savoring the curl of her tongue around my rune-stained finger. Yes, just like that. My wife is beautiful as she sucks me, eager and unashamed, her cheeks flushed pink.

Lo is quick, sprinting up the steps and returning with the grimoire that I brought back from the Witchwoods on our last visit. I slide my finger from Kate’s mouth with a bright pop, stroking her lower lip until she sighs with pleasure.

I hold out my left palm and Marlowe drops the book into it. He’s panting, just like Tanner. Hungry for our North. Starving. Impatient.

I toss the tome into the air and it catches, holds. Floats. Kate gasps as the cover opens and the pages flicker in a wet, salty breeze. The words inside are glowing, but that’s no surprise.

So are we.

We’re conjuring magic by falling in love, and it was all by accident. I didn’t orchestrate this. I didn’t plan it. I didn’t plan for her.

“What’s that phrase you two like?” I ask, using all of my hat’s eyes to look at Marlowe while I maintain my own hold over Kate’s doe-eyed stare. Her pupils are blown wide. She’s resplendent in that high-necked gown, purple feathers at the hem and silver stars on the bodice, the last drips of moonlight in her hair.

Tomorrow, there will be no moon at all.

“Two birds, one stone,” Lo grinds out, like it’s a kink for him to repeat his nasty words to Kate.

“Ah, yes. That’s what we’re doing here. Building power through something I would’ve done anyway, simply because I want to.” I flick my fingers and lines of old text rip away from the yellowed pages, twisting in the air and sealing themselves across the cheeks of my coven and myself.

The book snaps shut and falls to the lawn, coincidentally crushing a white mushroom that just sprouted. Silver glitter puffs out in a little cloud and stains our feet. I point down at the book, but despite my teasing, I’m not smiling.

I’m fucking serious.

“Tomorrow night, I need all three of you to listen to me. No games. No bullshit. No dominance struggles.” I drag my attention away from Kate and over to Tanner.

He looks like he’s been carved of ice. Good. That’s what I need, that side of him.

“Brooks, if you don’t move this little speech along and help me get this woman naked, I won’t be around tomorrow because I’ll be dead.” There’s a hitch in his voice, like he wanted to say because you’ll be dead.

Hmm.

I turn all eight eyes to Marlowe next.

“Should I be the one that’s in trouble? Talk to Kate.” Lo jerks his head in her direction, more of those white mushrooms blooming all over his hat, like the spores we unleashed have infected the thick leather. I wave my hand to sweep aside another cloud of silver glitter.

“Katelynn.” I say her full name again, to make damn sure she’s listening. “No heroic stunts.”

“Right. Follow your orders and let Marlowe die,” she replies, referencing those same words from our first day as a coven. Love the sarcasm. “I’ve got it.”

I snag her chin in my fingers and she frowns at me.

“How about a yes, sir?” I ask, and Tanner laughs, letting his head fall back. He cups his hands around his mouth and howls at the thin sliver of a waning crescent.

“Yes, sir,” Tanner replies, dropping his hands and grinning with witch teeth. He flexes his fingers, and I see claws. He’s panting even harder now than he was before. Marlowe, too. They’re practically drooling.

“Yes, sir,” Lo grits out, because he wants to move onto the next phase of our night more than he cares about his pride.

Kate pouts, but she says it because she knows I like to hear it.

“Yes, sir.”

Much better. I bend low enough that we’re eye to eye.

“Run, Kate.” It’s an order, one that I want to see if she’ll follow. No context. No time to explain.

Her eyes widen further and she looks very briefly at Tanner and Marlowe before turning back to me. And then she’s off, boots digging divots in the mossy lawn, the brown remains of pumpkin vines tangling in her skirts.

The fog welcomes her in and then swallows her up, and I smile with tight lips. Using the eyes on my hat, I can see her heat signature darting into the woods. She knows the Hag Wytch is out there, that we’re safest in the yard and the house.

Still, she followed my orders. Excellent.

What she doesn’t know is that this grimoire can amplify the effects of another spell. In this case, it stretches the radius of the protection spell for several blocks.

The catch is that it doesn’t last long.

The trick is that it took the skin from a human corpse to craft.

I look back at the other men, at Tanner flexing his jaw and Marlowe gritting his teeth.

“Shouldn’t we be making love to Kate instead of hunting her?” Tanner asks, but his question is mild. He’s okay with it either way, and we both know it.

“Why? We’ll have time to do both. Our story doesn’t end tomorrow.” I turn in the direction that Kate went, surprised to see that she’s come back to the street. She knows the foreboding spell is in effect, but I didn’t think she was ballsy enough to play games inside her neighbor’s vacant house.

Her heat signature dims behind the walls of a home two doors down.

My shadow peels away from me with a sound like velcro and takes off, running flat across the fence and then slithering around the post at the end until he’s on the other side.

“Marlowe, go.” I nod my chin, encouraging him to give chase. I won’t give him any hints as to where Kate’s gone. He’ll have to figure that out on his own.

“Fuck yes,” he growls, witch teeth sharp beneath his curled upper lip.

He takes off in a full sprint, knocking the fog aside and jogging down the street, trailing silver glitter behind him. His footsteps are the only sound, echoing as he disappears and the world falls silent again.

“You son of a bitch.” Tanner could kill me with that expression.

I smirk at him and flick my brim up.

“Go hide the book inside the house, wait five minutes, and then join us.”

I leave him where he is, walking from the yard to the road and turning to my right. I stare into the cool, gray mist, utilizing all six of the eyes up top to see if I can spot Kate. While they’re searching, I walk. I won’t be running tonight, not at all.

I find Marlowe first, standing in the neighbor’s backyard and staring at an open gate in the fence. It creaks ominously in the breeze.

“She only wants me to think she went out there.” Marlowe bites at his thumbnail, scanning the darkness with demon eyes. His irises are solid black tonight. The whites, too.

He darts down the porch steps and makes an abrupt right turn at the bottom, sprinting down a narrow space between the scalloped siding and the fence. It’s easier for me to walk back through the house, finding myself on the sidewalk out front as Marlowe barrels into the trees on the opposite side of the street.

My shadow returns with a bow, stepping aside and swinging its right arm out to point with a claw in the direction of a tree.

Oh.

My smart, sweet Kate.

I summon the shadow back to me, arranging it so that I’m wearing the antlers on my hat.

And all I do is walk.

I pause beside a large redwood tree, one with a circumference too large to put my arms around. All three of us boys holding hands, maybe. With my own hands clasped together behind my back, I walk a slow circle to the other side, finding myself outside a hole in the trunk.

“Peekaboo.” I lunge into the shadows and snatch Kate’s wrist, dragging her out and pushing her back into the tree. With my hands on her shoulders, I lean down, panting hard against her mouth. Both of us blow white clouds into the air with each exhale. “This isn’t running, Kate. I didn’t say hide.”

“What if … a situation occurs where I have to make a choice to uphold your original order?” she whispers, voice shaking. “I hid so I could keep running, because I didn’t want to be caught.”

“Now, now, don’t lie to me.” I hold her chin tighter, dropping my mouth to her lips. Just a quick brush before I draw back and we stare at each other again. Her hat grows a mouth on the front of its brim and shoves its tongue into my mouth.

It’s a shock, but I don’t let it show. I have no problem with Kate tasting my feelings.

“Lie to you?” she repeats with a cute, little frown. Her cheeks are turning red, so I suppose she got a good firsthand look at my emotions. Romantic love. Fierce protectiveness. Preparation.

“You said you didn’t want to be caught. We both know that’s a blatant lie.” I go to kiss her again, but she surprises me by lifting up on her toes, grabbing my face, and spitting into my mouth.

I taste blood and magic as our gazes clash, and images overwhelm me. She bit her tongue. She’s spelling me.

The memory that hits me is disorienting. It’s Kate riding me in the cabin while I was bleeding to death on the couch, while I was dying. She saved my life with her pretty pussy, and I nearly destroyed hers with my dick. How ironic is that?

A second memory flows from the first, a recent one. Tonight. The cumcakes. The restaurant.

Kate, feeling loved. Kate, loving us back. Magic surges so hot inside of my chest that it hurts. I’m spontaneously combusting from the flames of her emotions. From my own.

Tanner was right all along: we needed a woman in this coven.

I open my eyes as the spell memories fade away, but Kate is already gone. She threw magic in my face and escaped me. What a clever, little witch. Her evasion will make the capture so much sweeter.

A bloodcurdling scream breaks the night in half, and I lift my head up to look back in the direction of our neighborhood. I walk toward the sound of Kate’s eager, keening cries.

I come through the fog to find another neighbor’s door wide open. Inside, the sofa has been knocked over and I find Kate and Tanner on the floor. He’s on top of her, witch teeth in her neck, thrusting between her legs.

His pants are still on, and so is her dress, rucked up and shedding loose feathers.

He was so hungry for her that he didn’t bother to take anything off.

My footsteps are loud as I walk over to the pair of them, studying the shadow tails unfurling from the base of Tanner’s spine. Kate’s head is thrown back, and she’s wearing her horns on her hat. See? They’re all learning to play follow-the-leader.

I squat down beside them, resting my elbows on my knees. Kate’s head is shifted slightly to the left, and she’s looking up at me with her hat’s crumpled cone as a macabre, fanged pillow.

Tanner never stops what he’s doing, pinning Kate’s upper arms to the floor while he sucks on her neck and fills her sopping pussy with his cock. I can hear every smack of flesh on flesh, every embarrassing wet, sucking sound.

It’s a lucky thing that I like Tanner. He’s easy to get along with. Doesn’t mean I’m bereft of jealousy. I can feel it, a snake of green envy curling through my irises.

Marlowe stumbles up to the front door, claws digging into the doorjamb on either side and shredding strips of white paint. He spots the three of us gathered inside the house, notices our shadows.

Bat wings sprout from Marlowe’s back as he forces himself to calm down, sweat-soaked and demon-eyed. He comes over and drops hard to his knees beside me, tilting his head to the side and spilling a waterfall of silver glitter over the right side of his hat brim.

“I’m gonna fuck your mouth, Kate. I’m gonna mount that pretty face.” Lo reaches down to unbuckle his pants, but I snatch his wrist and he sneers at me. This is important. I want to ensure that all three of them are going to listen, even if we find ourselves in the center of actual hell. Literal hell. I’m going to make some fucking hell for them now.

They liked my orders to run and chase; they won’t like this nearly as much.

“No, you’re not. Keep your dick in your pants. Tanner, get up.” I rise to my feet as Kate lets out a gasp of protest.

“Brooks, no!” she moans as Tanner lifts his head to look at me like I’m about to lose mine.

“Oh, you better know what you’re doing, South.” Tanner pulls out of Kate with a curse before he stands up and fists his wet dick, jerking on it as he curls his lip in my direction. “Go on then. Prove some point. It might be useful for the other two.”

“Why are we stopping?” Kate whispers, her panties caught on those plump pink folds, leaving her sweetly fucked pussy exposed. I want to grab it, cup it, squeeze it.

Claim it.

I control myself, too. That’s the most difficult part. Handling Tanner, Marlowe, and Kate is easy. Handling myself is hard.

Kate sits up, fixing her underwear and skirts with a shaking hand. She looks up at me in defiance and my clothing catches on fire. Without leaving a single burn, Kate takes care of my shirt and jacket, leaving only the red bow tie untied and hanging around my neck.

The runes scrawled across her cheek make her look feral. The horns don’t help much either.

Yes, Kate. Keep challenging me. Never stop.

I return the favor, setting her dress aflame and exposing the delicate lingerie underneath. Her breasts are plump and lifted in that beautiful bra, delicate pearls sewn into the lace at the top. They catch the light of our glowing bodies and shimmer.

“You’re going to make me run through the woods naked?” she grumbles, and I laugh, snapping my fingers. Gone is her lingerie, her shoes. All ash.

“Naked? That wasn’t naked,” I whisper, squatting back down and leaning in. My words are practically a hiss, stirring the creeping fog as it flows in through the open front door. “This is naked.”

“I worked hard on that lingerie, you dick,” she snaps. Kate huffs and both Marlowe’s and Tanner’s clothes catch fire, leaving them as shirtless as I am. She sits up, curving her legs to one side and then trying to cover her breasts and pussy with her hands. It’s cute. But also very silly.

“Don’t act like the shy, coy virgin, Miss Kate. We all know better than that. Now. Run.” I nod with my chin and click my tongue, loving the way she scrambles to her feet and steals a blanket as she goes.

Kate wraps the fabric around herself and flees toward the supposed safety of our house.

Run faster, little witch. Run.

“Stay with me,” I tell the other men, rising to my feet and turning toward the door. They follow, but Marlowe wants to kill me. Tanner maybe more so.

“Your lessons suck, you know that? As badly as your spells.” Tanner doesn’t bother to fix his pants as we walk over, the green slacks sagging on his hips.

“Can this be the end of the lesson? Because I’m about to nut in my pants. I swear to fuck that if we go into the woods tomorrow and die, and my last memory is premature ejaculation, I’ll fucking haunt you, Brooks.” Lo drags his hat brim down on both sides of his face and lets out a scream of frustration that ends in a wild laugh.

He can feel it. Tanner can feel it. Kate and I can damn sure feel it.

We’re not the Witchwoods, but it feels like we are. And not just because that place is a wound oozing its pus across the world, but because we’re as free and wild here as we were back there.

If that horrible place taught us anything, it was how good true freedom tastes.

The three of us crest the porch steps to the house but leave the front door wide open.

Inside, the staircase creaks under our combined weight as Tanner orders the dog back into the bedroom, and we find ourselves in the second floor hallway.

The door to the turret is open, and I see Tanner visibly tense.

“Roof plus birds is bad news, Brooks—even with the spell.”

“Go.” I nod my chin in that direction and he takes off, disappearing up the stairs.

“I might’ve been drunk the other day, but I heard you tell Tanner not to underestimate this woman.” Marlowe laughs at me again, a crazed sound. I better let him fuck Kate soon or he might push back, and I’ve got better things to do than put the other two men in my coven in their places. “You are the one that’s underestimating her, Brooks. You.”

Lo goes up the stairs to the third floor ahead of me, and then climbs straight out the window and onto the roof with me following.

We use a small ladder to access the platform where Kate and Tanner are waiting.

She’s wrapped in a blanket and sitting in a plastic chair, and he’s got his hands on either of the armrests, bent low over her. They’re kissing in a warm wind, their hat brims waffling, charms swaying.

It’s beautiful.

Even better when he drags her out of the seat and kicks the plastic chair off the roof. It lands in the yard with a satisfying crash as Tanner yanks the blanket from Kate’s shoulders. He’s nice enough to lay the white fabric out on the wooden planks before putting her on the ground and covering her with his body.

I summon a crackling fire for ambiance, adding an orange glow to the light cast from our bodies.

“You better say where you want us, South, or I’ll just do what I feel like,” Tanner growls, nuzzling Kate’s throat as she lays on her back with her arms around his neck but her eyes on mine. “That’s what you asked for, isn’t it, North?”

“Hm. Say where I want you?” I move up to the edge of the blanket and squat down, reaching out to trace the scar on Tanner’s face with a finger. That surprises him, and I feel my mouth make an ugly shape. Not a smile, but something else. “How about all three of you in the Witchwoods to ease my suffering?” The air is warm, thanks to Tanner. To the fire. To the dry wood under my feet courtesy of Marlowe. Kate’s magic manifests in vines of jasmine, curling around the pointed roof of the turret room. “Oh, wait. I’ve already done that.”

Tanner’s wolf ears fold back in irritation, his double tails flicking. Marlowe steps too close to the blanket, leaving half of a muddy footprint on the neighbor’s sweet little white quilt. It has lavender flowers on it and reminds me of the blankets my mother used to make.

“Sit down,” I tell the other men, my eyes still on Kate. “And we’ll conjure enough power to close that goddamn gate for good.”
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“What did you see?” I ask Kate as she stands naked in front of me, wearing only a braid and a witch hat. There’s a mouth on the cone this time, full of extra teeth and a wicked tongue. It’s panting as ferociously as she is. My lips purse as I curl my fingers around the side of her neck and she shivers. “When you spit in my mouth, that is.”

“Canning peaches. I saw you canning peaches with your mom and sisters.” Kate swallows, her lids fluttering as I tighten my grip on her neck. Not squeezing. Just holding her in place. Settling her anxious heart. “But I ran away, so the rest was … interrupted.”

I have a feeling that she might’ve seen something she didn’t want to see. My sister’s death. My mentor’s death. One of the two. I won’t press.

“Get on your hands and knees.” I release her neck and step back, just as naked as she is. We all are. Naked under a cloudy night sky. Naked under the threat of death and oblivion.

Kate turns around to face Tanner and Marlowe, sitting side by side with lavender railing behind their backs, their pants bundled up like makeshift pillows for their necks. Tanner’s right knee is bent, his left leg stretched out. Marlowe is the opposite, left knee up, right leg straight.

Their extended legs are pressed together from hips to toes but neither is complaining.

All they care about is Kate.

She lowers her glowing form to the blanket, one tattooed arm banded over her breasts, her coven sigil stark and violent against her pale skin.

“Straddle them.” I point at the legs of the men, and even though I’m trying to keep myself calm, I know that my expression is fire. It burns Kate as it sweeps her and she makes a small sound, crawling up and over the pair of muscular legs stretched down the center of the quilt.

“Oh God.” Marlowe grits his teeth and looks away, tugging his hat brim down to cover his eyes the way he does when he’s close to losing control. “You’re so fucking wet, you’re smearing it everywhere.”

“Smear?” Kate repeats, aghast, but Marlowe is quick. He turns back to her and leans forward, cupping a hand on the back of her head. “I’m not … that’s …”

“You’re dripping, babe, and all of that warm liquid is now all over my goddamn leg. It isn’t a bad thing.” He flicks his own dick with his fingers, and a bit of pre-cum spatters against Kate’s rune-written cheek. Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t move, her creamy thighs spread wide over the boys. “Look at us, our bodies making all this … wet … for each other.”

His teeth are gritted and he’s panting, torn in half between romance and kink.

Ah, this Marlowe Waverley.

“Shit, grind that pussy down for me, kitten. Spread those folds open over my thigh.” Tanner shifts, his hat crumpled and wilting, wolf ears folded in some complex origami of emotions. “That is, if his lordship allows.”

There’s a growl there, along with a warning.

I smile as I lower myself to the ground, grabbing onto Kate’s hips and tugging her pelvis back so that she’s properly on all fours with their legs tucked between her thighs. I keep my knees pressed to the insides of hers, but I’m also straddling the boys’ legs.

Now, that wet, plump cunt is right there in perfect view. I cup it with my hand and squeeze, drawing a low, hungry groan from Kate’s throat. She hangs her head, braid coiling on Tanner’s stomach. He reaches out and tugs the tie free, loosing her hair to his warm wind.

“His lordship has rules.” I grind my hand into Kate’s pussy and she rubs back, seeking friction. I reward her for that, massaging that ripe fruit and salivating. Only two of the eyes on my hat keep a lookout. The rest are too focused on the naked beauty on her knees for me. “Kate, you’ll take turns sucking them, but only with the instructions I give you. If you disobey, I will stop pleasuring your needy little channel.”

I remove my hand and give her ass a smack, getting her pussy in the process. Lube smears hot and fresh across my fingers and it takes everything I have not to lick it off.

“Okay,” she breathes, one palm on the ground between Tanner’s thighs, the other tucked between Marlowe’s. His hat is fragrant with jasmine tonight, too, like he can’t resist copying the earth magic of his Northwoods. “Yes.”

“As for the two of you.” I home in on each of them with a different hat-eye. “Just sit back and relax.”

“Alright, South. You’re redeeming yourself—slowly. Show us what you’ve got.” Tanner relaxes back, arms folded behind his neck, that scar tugging up the corner of his mouth. Marlowe looks like he’s in pain, leaning back and pushing the heels of both hands into his eyes, teeth gritted.

“Just … hurry.” His voice is strained, nothing at all like the man that mounted Kate’s tits in the kitchen like he owned them. I can see why. He looks like he’s about to come, even if only the wind is touching his cock.

“Kate.” I wrap my fingers around my own erection, rubbing the head against her opening and conjuring another moan from that beautiful mouth. She looks back at me, face eager, those split irises of hers a treasure trove. A hazel made up of silver and gold. I’ve never seen such beautiful eyes. Never. “Put Marlowe out of his misery, but don’t you dare swallow.”

She turns back to him, keeping her left hand on the ground between Tanner’s legs and using the right to grip Lo at the base of his wet cock. He’s dribbled pre-ejac all over himself, soaked his shaft to make it nice and smooth for Kate, prepared himself to glide into her cunt.

And all he’s going to get right now is her mouth.

Kate opens wide and takes as much of him as she can, her lips meeting her fist. Marlowe’s hand is right there in her hair, fingers digging through the strands and gripping the back of her skull with a fierce possession that I wouldn’t dare challenge.

I want to, but I can’t. We all have a right to Kate, but she also has a right to all of us.

“Coven, coven, coven!” The forest spirits in the trees nearby howl the truth of it into the wind, their narrative shifting away from the Hag Wytch for once. “It’s all because of the coven!”

Bats swoop low in a glittering wave, passing through the barrier, but only because they’re even less substantial than the Hag. I don’t know how she’s able to touch the people in this world, but she can’t touch us until she consumes all four hearts.

I’m not concerned, not tonight.

Kate isn’t shy with her blow jobs, allowing drool to slip from her lips and soak Marlowe’s erection, drip onto his balls. My wife bobs her head up and down, and the sucking sound of her lips on Lo’s cock hits me like a punch to the lower abs.

My left hand snags her shoulder while the right ensures I’m nice and rigid and able to push in with a jerk of my pelvis. I’m naked in the night air, and then I’m wrapped up in slick, pink ridges and strong muscle. Kate doesn’t disappoint, wiggling against me and clamping down like she’s as desperate to be filled as I am to fill.

“Ahh.” I release a sigh of pure pleasure, letting my head fall back. My right hand falls to Kate’s hips, and I watch through half-lidded eyes as she destroys Marlowe with her filthy mouth. Kate moves her hand from the base of him to his belly, fingers splayed against strong muscle.

Lo pushes her down, sheathing his entire cock in her hot, wet mouth. He holds her there for a second and then lets go so she can come up for air, his shaft springing from her lips and spattering saliva and pre-cum across them both.

Tanner shifts restlessly, his hand wrapped around his own dick, his jaw flexing with expertly curbed aggression.

“Hurry up and make Lo come,” I tell Kate, watching the emotions of my coven carefully, trying to anticipate what each person wants and putting it all together. Connection, we need connection. Magic, we need fucking magic.

Katelynn really is a good girl for me, putting her lips right back over Marlowe and sucking him so hard that his eyes roll back and his hips lift up from the blanket. He pushes on the back of her head and pumps into her throat until he breaks, groaning wildly and throwing his head back into the railing. He thrusts a few more times to empty his sack, and I imitate his movements, pushing forward when he lifts up, drawing out when his ass comes down.

“Keep that cum in your mouth and suck Tanner with it.” I slap Kate’s ass again, those white cheeks jiggling and reddening. Then I can’t help myself. Some of that control slips away, and the horny horned girl in front of me breaks down some of my barriers.

I start to fuck, hard powerful thrusts that have her moaning around a mouthful of hot seed.

She switches hands, right palm on the ground, left grabbing onto Tanner. Her eyes meet his before she lowers her face to his erection, opening wide around his tip and letting cum drip over his crown before she consumes it. He makes a noise that I recognize, the sound of a man coming undone.

My hand on Kate’s shoulder keeps her from rocking too hard as I pound my hips against her ass, burying my dick in the sucking heat of her channel. She moans for me, but the sound is obscured by the length of Tanner’s dick in her mouth, Lo’s semen dripping down the sides as Kate eases her lips to her fist. Removes her hand. Deepthroats the fuck out of him.

I’m almost jealous of that mouth.

“Make Tanner come and then swallow it all, Kate. Lick them both clean for me.” My voice is like broken glass, as wild as Marlowe’s crazy laugh. He lets the sound be carried by the wind, knowing it’ll be swallowed by the fog. Behind us, the ocean looms in the distance, and I can tell just from the sound that it’s wild tonight. Frothy, white tipped waves as a backdrop to our perversions.

Tanner pushes his hat back so that he can grab at his own hair, yanking on it and shifting underneath us. I can feel his leg sliding around as he struggles to sit still, his other hand smoothing down his abs and pressing flat against his navel.

“Take me all in and hold me there,” he breathes, but he doesn’t make her do it with his hand the way Marlowe did.

“Do it,” I instruct Kate, in case she wasn’t sure if she should. She’s so horny that she can’t sit still, writhing and thrusting and pulsing. Nothing in my life has ever felt as good or as right as this woman wrapped around me. It’s almost as if I had to fall into that horrid tree just so I could make it here, to this time and place.

Kate hums a sound of approval, swallowing Tanner up. She can’t hold him and all of that cum at the same time, so it’s everywhere. All over her face, all over Tanner’s pelvis. She sucks on his length as I lock down on her shoulder, driving into her and making her tits bounce, those pink-peaked nipples dragging against the men’s thighs.

“I’m not done,” Marlowe pants, rubbing himself. He’s already hard again, his dick still shiny with his own release and Kate’s spit. “I’m nowhere near fucking done.”

“Good.” I shove hard into Kate and she lets out a small scream of pleasure around Tanner’s dick. “Because we’re only finished when I say we are.”

I adjust my hips so that I can rub the tip of my cock against a different part of Kate’s insides. She loves that, arching her back so that I’m raking her with every thrust, my crown rubbing against the wall that connects her pussy and her ass. She loved that double penetration for a reason, didn’t she?

“Hum for me again,” Tanner whispers, and so Kate does, and it sounds just like the calls we make in the Witchwoods.

“The coven, the coven!” the forest spirits cry, and the wind picks up, swirling the cool fog against our skin. Marlowe heats it up, and it steams, leaving dew on our exposed, glowing flesh.

My sigil, that pretty shape I designed with my own hand, turns green. So does Tanner’s. Marlowe’s. And Kate’s? It’s a mix of silver, blue, and red. There we go. But it’s not enough. Not yet.

Tanner explodes in Kate’s mouth, and it’s too much. Hot cum drips past her lips as she tries to swallow it all down, licking her mouth and then grabbing onto Tanner’s still twitching shaft. She cleans him with frantic, wild licks, moaning unashamedly as I slam into her, leaving this wet smacking mess between us that can probably be heard for several blocks.

The crow circles overhead, calling out a greeting, letting us know that for now, there are no flying robots. No ancient owls. It’s just the four of us, and the world means nothing.

Katelynn cleans Tanner up and then returns her attention to Marlowe, just like I asked.

Once they’re both shiny with spit and spit alone, I grab onto her hair and yank her head back, exposing her to the men, letting them watch as I churn my hips. I rile Kate up into a panting, shivering frenzy, until she’s no longer human or witch.

All she is, is mine. My North. My wife. My partner.

And then I snap my fingers and my shadow flees, slithering down the side of the house and slipping through a thin crack in the wall. It retrieves the remaining three brooms and brings them up to the roof through the open window. The wooden handles clatter as my shadow sets them aside, slipping back over me and stretching up, up, up into the sky until I’m the tallest creature in the woods. They touch the moon, those antlers.

“I n-need …” Kate whimpers, but I know what she needs. “Brooks, please.”

I bounce her on my dick, my balls slapping her swollen clit, my hand wrapped tight in her hair.

“Use those tits on them. Make them come again. I’ll hold you up.” And I do. I hold her up with one hand on her shoulder and the other in her hair, giving her the space to lift up and press her breasts on either side of Lo’s erection. His shadow helps, reaching out a clawed hand to keep her where he needs her.

Sloppy and wet and unhinged, I need it all.

Power twists and coils as Kate takes another load of seed on her chest, turning to Tanner to do the same. I give the men what they want, take what I want, but most importantly: I give Kate exactly what she wants, too.

Our sigils are all multicolored now, energy shifting from me to Tanner to Marlowe to Kate and back again. A circle. A compass. A coven.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.” I whisper the words, and the others join me. Kate’s voice is weak, breathy, and her pussy is a vise. She punishes me for leaving her unfinished, milking me and encouraging my body to do what it wants to do anyway.

We repeat the spell words four times, until I can barely move my hips for how tight she’s holding me. Her shadow slithers away from her and wraps around me, pushing my ass forward so that we’re joined as tightly as possible.

“Climax for me, Kate.” My words break, betraying my true feelings.

I didn’t want to like this North, but I’m in love with her.

I’m in love.

She leans her head back, curving her body into the grip of my hand on her hair. Tits out. Eyes to the sky. Hat askew. White teeth on a black brim.

I wrap my arm around her neck and pull her back to my front, not choking her, just holding her. She can choke me later if she wants. I don’t need that kink. All I need is her.

Katelynn is my kink.

She comes so hard that I can’t breathe, so hard that my cock is compressed and crushed by those needy muscles and that hungry uterus. Thank the woods that we’ve got that contraceptive spell. If we didn’t, I would breed her right now on this rooftop.

I don’t have to move my hips because Kate’s got me. She drags my orgasm out and fills herself with it, draining my sack as I groan and all of the eyes on my hat go wonky, pointed in every direction and rolling with pleasure.

We collapse together on our sides, still writhing and humping and rubbing together through the aftershocks. Panting. Choking on spit and much-needed breath.

“Holy … fuck.” This is Kate, her pussy rewarding my sore cock with powerful aftershocks. I have to pull out of her to get myself together, and she groans, burying her face in her arms. “That was … oh, Brooks.”

I smile, sitting up and breathing hard as I reach up to fix my hat.

Marlowe is staring at Kate’s face and Tanner is watching my cum drip out of her still pulsing pussy. Each contraction forces more of my seed out, dirtying her pretty thighs.

“Yeah? Good to know.” I reach out and grab one of the brooms, dragging it close. “Because we’re still not done.”

Kate’s eyes go wide and she shoves up to her feet, like she’s fixing to run.

I grin. She follows orders well. I feel confident about tomorrow.

She takes off for the ladder, hops down to the roof, and disappears inside the house. I track her with her heat signature, and fuck, if it isn’t a blazing white. Impossible, frantic heat.

“Tanner, Marlowe.” I toss a pair of brooms their way. “Don’t come back until they’re consecrated.”

“Yes, boss.” Tanner is grinning as he takes off after Kate, Marlowe on his heels.

“Yes, sir.” More snark from Lo, but I don’t care.

They both disappear and a few minutes later, I see all three of them sprinting around in the dark of our empty neighborhood. Giggles and shrieks from Kate. Adult tag. Adult hide-and-seek.

I sit there on the roof of our house alone but smiling, my head tilted back to look up at the sky. The clouds shift, revealing the stars. For two years, I never saw stars.

My coven sigil casts flickering colors over the peaceful setting, like the northern lights.

Hah. I chuckle and rub my hand over my face. The northern lights, huh? Yes. Exactly that.

I stand up with a groan, dragging the last of the three brooms with me.

And then I join the hunt.
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Kate

I’m sprawled across three hot, hard bodies, and I’ve never been happier. My cheek is pillowed on Brooks’ lower abs, his cock barely hidden beneath the blanket in front of my face. My middle is propped up on Tanner’s bronze back, and my legs are with Marlowe.

He’s rubbing a thumb over the arch of my foot, and I shiver with an allover outbreak of giddy goosebumps.

“Mm.” I nuzzle into Brooks and his fingers find my hair, stroking through orange-and-black strands as Flick paces on the floor beside our bed. The door is cracked, so I figure Stix and Ebon must already be awake for the day. Or maybe they just didn’t want to sleep in a room that smells like sex and sweat? We should probably wash these sheets today.

Thing is, when we made the bed bigger, the sheets got bigger, too. They’re massive, probably an entire load of laundry all on their own. Our comforter? We’ll have to take it to a laundromat and use a big machine or else … magic? Oh yeah. I bet we could keep it all clean with magic and never have to wash our bed linens ever again.

Now that is sexy. A perfectly valid reason to want a coven. I approve.

I grab the blanket and lift it up, finding Brooks’ morning erection in easy reach. I’ve just wrapped my lips around it when Flick takes off out the bedroom door and down the stairs. He starts barking at the front door, and I pause, Brooks’ cock popping out of my lips.

He moans and tries to push my head back down, but I hold up a finger to get him to wait.

Frankly, I’m shocked that he listens to me. Maybe he’s as worn-out from sex tag as I am?

“I recognize that bark,” I say, sitting up suddenly and making Tanner groan as I end up straddling his naked ass cheeks with my wet, sticky pussy. He’ll have Brooks’ release on him. Marlowe’s. His own. I don’t think he cares. Seems like he’s really enjoying this position. “That’s Flick’s happy bark.”

A heavy knock follows my words, like a cop knock. Only, it’s not a cop (I don’t think, please no, oh God no). The Hag’s murders really could end up being pinned on us, especially after all of our unfortunate run-ins with the police. Anyway, I think it’s Georgia. That sounds like Georgia’s knock. Besides, she was supposed to stop over this morning to tell us how everything went in person.

I scramble off the bed, yanking on a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie before I fly down the stairs and fling the door open.

Flick’s tail is wagging like crazy as he greets Georgia, the other three women—her coven—fanned out behind her. They’re holding hands which I get. The clinginess is real, and even if their coven is a platonic one, it’s built out of sisterhood and friendship. Touch is still important. A hug from a friend can be just as good as one from a lover.

I lean my shoulder against the doorjamb and cross my arms, trying to hold back a smile. I’ve still got the salty taste of Brooks on my lips, but Georgia doesn’t need to know that. Nor, I’m sure, does she want to.

“Are those … wands?” I ask, pointing at the fancy wooden stick that’s protruding from the pocket of her sweatpants, from all of their pockets actually. Georgia’s decked out in collegiate gear, same as Tacy and Fernanda. Talia is wearing … an Arcata High sweater in orange and black. Go Tigers. God, she’s so young.

“I got creative last night.” Georgia pauses as my eyes shift up to the hat on her head. It’s a mini top hat in white, decorated with bunches of dried flowers. It’s attached to a headband, and it has a little veil. I recognize those hats: the four of us wore them to Fernanda’s sister’s wedding. And now Talia is wearing mine because I’m part of a dirty sex coven while my friends make salt pentagrams and dance in the woods naked, wearing a baby killer’s blood. “And yes, Kate. We found ourselves some witch hats. Why not? Fernanda made them with flowers from her own garden. The silk is real. Worms died for these hats, so tell me that it’s not at least akin to leather.”

“You cock-blocked me from my morning blow job,” Brooks grumbles, putting his hand on the doorjamb above my head. He positions his massive body far too close to mine, stabbing me in the back with his erection. “This better be good. Come in.”

“No.” Georgia stares him down, and she isn’t smiling. Her dark hair is hanging loose and glossy over one shoulder, her stance firm and her expression no-nonsense. “You get dressed and get your ass out here. We’re going to breakfast.”

Brooks laughs, like he finds my friend funny.

“Cute coven. You want to learn how to cast a protection spell, or would you rather get torn apart by the Hag Wytch? Come on in.” He steps back and turns away, moving into the kitchen as Georgia grits her teeth and gives me a look.

“Just come in for a second, so I can get dressed. He’s going to breakfast whether he likes it or not.” I step aside for the girls, and I so desperately want to ask about last night and how they feel and what being a part of a coven means to them. Take it slow, Kate. It’s a very personal experience, remember? “Did the, um, sacrifice go through the tree alright?”

“Thank fuck,” Georgia grumbles as she yawns her way past me and heads into the kitchen. “Alright, you bossy sigma male jerk. There better be fresh coffee while we wait. I’m exhausted.”

“Kate.” Fernanda is basically bouncing as she moves into the foyer and takes my hands, kissing each of my cheeks before she adjusts her glasses. Behind the thick, round lenses, her blue eyes shine. “It’s … oh, being in a coven is wonderful …” She trails off with a sigh, and I smile, even as Marlowe curses, fighting Stix off as she darts out from beneath the coffee table and turns his ankle into bloody ribbons.

And by fighting off, I mean he picks her up and nuzzles her while she bites him. He catches my eye as he passes, rolling his lower lip under his teeth in an overly flirtatious gesture.

“Lucky you had your mouth on Brooks. I’d have shoved your head down and made you finish.”

Fernanda’s lips part and her cheeks flush bright with a blush, eyes shining.

“Oh. My. You lucky bitch.”

“Eww.” This is Talia, staring at big, beautiful Marlowe like he’s one of the car-sized banana slugs on my driveway (there are two of them currently, and I think they’re mating). “Is that what your generation finds attractive? How about a little respect, my dude.”

“How about you piss off, you little creep?” He scowls at her. “You’d be lucky to find a husband like me one day.”

“I’m gay,” Talia says, smiling prettily. “Thank fuck.” She heads into the kitchen, leaving me with Fernanda and Tacy.

“You’re okay?” I ask the latter, glancing back to see Tanner—sans shirt—yawning his way through the living room with Ebon on his shoulder. His hair is wet, so I’m guessing he hopped in the shower to wash off my arousal and their mixed cum from his ass cheeks. He curves an arm around my waist and kisses the top of my head before he passes.

“Morning, ladies.” He leaves us alone, entering the bickering kitchen in bare feet and a smile.

I turn back to Tacy and raise a brow.

“I’m okay,” she promises, but she looks a little shaky. “I’ve just … never seen anyone die before.”

Fernanda’s lusty expression softens as I offer Tacy a hug that she, surprisingly, accepts. She’s not much of a hugger, and I wasn’t ever sure if she even liked me or if she just hung around because of Georgia. For years, I truly believed that we were all just there because of Georgia.

I don’t think that anymore.

Insecurities and self-doubt are a bitch. What does it hurt to just go into a situation believing other people like you? Unless they show you any different, just be happy. That’s my new motto, and coming from an introvert like myself, that’s a big step forward.

We pull apart and Fernanda takes Tacy’s hand again, offering up a sense of comfort and security that I can’t provide.

My friends are a coven. My men and I are a coven. But I hope that we can all stay close. In all the world, there may only ever be the eight of us witches—especially after we close this goddamn gate.

The three of us join the others in the kitchen, and I accept a cup of coffee from Brooks with a smile.

“If we could’ve slept in today, we would’ve,” Georgia declares, sipping her own coffee. Black, of course, like a badass. She loves espresso, too. Metaphorically, she has a lot of hair on her chest. She can take it. “But then I woke up in a pile of leaves, naked, with dried blood on my tits and made the mistake of checking my phone.” She cants a look my way. “Have you checked your phone yet, Kate?”

Fuck.

“Please tell me that you weren’t filmed?” I whisper as Tanner breaks apart a piece of toast and feeds it to Ebon. Marlowe is busy offering cream—fucking cream!—to the damn cat. Brooks, however, is fixed on his fellow coven leader. It’s like they’re coworkers or something now. Coworkers of equal status, of course.

“No.” Georgia sets her mug down and sighs. “Kate, there were more murders last night. Eight of them.” She looks up at me again as my skin prickles with unease. “Half-eaten bodies and an entire county of people who think you are responsible.” She pauses and closes her eyes, exhaling with the weight of the world on her shoulders. I love that she’s this worried about me, but I’m sorry that I made her feel that way, that I dragged her into this. Georgia opens her eyes to look at me. “No, that’s not right. Half the world thinks you guys are guilty. Does it get any worse?”

I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m not, really, but I am sick about it. While my men and I had a wonderful date and an even better night playing hide-and-go-fuck, people were dying. God. Maybe Marlowe was right: I am selfish. I would kill the world for the people I love.

“Much worse,” Brooks says, looking out the glass doors to the backyard. “Tonight is the new moon. If we don’t put the Hag back before morning, she might sing.” He offers a humorless smile to punctuate his words as Talia peers into our refrigerator and Tacy and Fernanda occupy our seats at the table alongside Georgia. “If she does that, we’re all fucked. All eight of us. In this world, we’ve got nowhere to hide.”

“Oh, cupcakes!” Talia pulls the container from the fridge, and I nearly drop my coffee to the ground. Brooks takes the mug from my hand as I scramble around the table and snatch the other side of the glass baking pan that we stored them in.

“You can’t eat these particular cupcakes.” I struggle to figure out how to explain. I love that Talia is immediately comfortable around us, that she’s young and brave and willing to raid the fridge of a stranger. Because she’s now tied to my friends for life, we’re going to have to get to know each other. “They’re … spelled. And the spell that’s on them, you don’t want it.”

She narrows twig-brown eyes at me as Marlowe barks a laugh from his spot on the edge of the counter.

“Just be honest, Kate.” He lifts his head to look at me and smirks as Tanner laughs and Brooks smiles approvingly. Right. Honesty. I bite my lip and refuse to look at Georgia. “They’re made with cum, brat. Put ‘em down.”

Georgia groans and faceplants onto the table, mumbling into her forearm. Fernanda giggles, and Tacy blanches. Talia … she releases the cumcakes immediately.

“Sushi,” Georgia moans as I blush from head-to-toe (definitely in embarrassment this time) and shove the cumcakes back into the fridge. “I don’t care that it’s early. I need sushi. What time does Takami open?”

“They’re open for lunch,” I choke out, trying not to meet Tanner’s eyes as he watches me from across the kitchen. That smile on his face is liable to make me blush harder, like a reminder of last night. “They’re open now.” I turn to Brooks and he raises a brow. “Get dressed, you big brute and don’t threaten to withhold information from my friends.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, smooth and sexy and totally full of shit.

I don’t care, just so long as I can have a bowl of miso soup.

After that, I can handle anything—even a forest god.
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We take the truck while Georgia drives her mom’s van with her own coven tucked inside. It hurts a little to be separated from the girls, but I’m happy with my new husbands—especially after last night.

I lean my head on Tanner’s shoulder in the backseat while Marlowe drives and Brooks sits up front. It takes a good twenty minutes to get from our place in Cutten to the plaza in Arcata.

Takami Sushi is located just off the lobby of a historic hotel, and while it’s not the fanciest place in the world, the food is incredible. Georgia loves it so much that when she got a job during senior year of high school, she’d pay for all four of us to eat there twice a month. The place is full of good memories.

“Edamame, miso soup …” Georgia starts once we’re seated at a table, and then we look at each other and laugh. “Tempura basket,” we say at the same time. We high-five each other as Marlowe stares at me with that look of his, the one that says he’s desperately in love but very confused.

I’m not his type. I’m not Tanner’s type. I’m not Brooks’ type either.

But I’m exactly the woman they want and need.

“Sake and plum wine for me, served hot.” Fernanda closes her eyes and tucks the menu to her chest. “My absolute favorite female main character drinks it. Her men aren’t convinced that they’ll like it, but they—”

“What the fuck are you even talking about?” Lo turns away from me to stare at my friend across the table. The four of us sit on one side—full-ass witch hats and everything, but safely ensconced in more cumcake glamour—while my friends sit opposite in their delicate little white hats and college sweatshirts.

We look fucking ridiculous.

Their cuteness. Our arcane weirdness.

Fernanda opens her eyes and tilts her head at Lo.

“From a book.” She rolls her eyes and tosses her menu aside, assured that Georgia and I will take care of the ordering for her like we always do.

“Her men? She has multiple?” Marlowe seems curious, and I have to say that I’m surprised. He’s so hostile, but then … he does have that natural charisma. I really hope he can make friends with the girls. To be quite frank, he doesn’t have much choice.

“Oh yeah. It’s not 2004 or …” Fernanda looks over at Tanner and Brooks. “1988 or 1955 anymore. Women have romance novels that properly suit our delicately smutty tastes.” Fernanda clasps her hands together, cheeks flushing as she gets lost in thoughts of book boyfriends.

“Get me the honey bee roll,” Tacy whispers to Georgia, pushing her menu aside. Her eyes dart around the restaurant, concerned that we might be spotted and called out. But there’s no need to worry. Our cumcake glamour is like a cloud or a fog, and it encompasses all eight of us. Our waitress even tried to seat another table here before she realized we existed.

“Tempura albacore, avocado, honey sriracha miso.” Tanner reads the ingredients for the honey bee roll before closing his menu. “Huh. I’ll let you ladies pick. Never had sushi in my fucking life. Weren’t any sushi places around back in my day.” He grins, folding his arms behind his head and leaning back in his chair to look around.

Not much to see. Old wood floors, probably original to the 1915 build of the hotel. Sparse Japanese-themed decor.

“Sushi.” Brooks is looking at the menu, but like it’s written in kanji (it’s not). “Wasn’t a thing for me either. I was in elementary school when World War II started and in high school when it ended. People weren’t into Japanese cuisine at the time.” He, too, puts his menu aside which is just fine by me and Georgia.

“I want to make these guys try uni,” I stage-whisper to her, and she smiles back before adjusting her little silk hat.

“Uni, that’s sea urchin, right?” Talia says, chewing on her lower lip. It’s chapped and bitten, so this is clearly a common habit of hers. “I come here all the time with my family. Beef teriyaki for me. I can’t stand raw fish.”

“I’m not eating fucking urchin.” Marlowe crosses his arms obstinately. “I tried it once, and it made me gag. Old aquarium water and snot, that’s what it tastes like.”

“You’re such a wet blanket.” I fix my hat, avoiding the teeth on the brim and slapping the tongue when it tries to slither out.

“When are our hats going to grow wings or tails or whatever?” Talia closes her own menu, and Georgia does her best to flag down the waitress.

“If you store enough magic in them, they’ll get a personality eventually.” Brooks eyes the hats on the womens’ heads. “You do know you have to consecrate them first, right? You can’t just slap a hat on your head.” His hat blinks its big eye at them, but all of the little ones are closed.

“We did consecrate them, right after we woke up this morning. I read over all the material you gave me, and I’m sure that what we did will work.” Georgia frowns, turning to me, like she’s embarrassed but also loath to keep something from me. “We anointed the inside of the hats with … menstrual blood.” I don’t respond, giving her space to continue. I don’t judge her either. We ate cupcakes made with semen instead of egg whites, remember? “Then we whispered our biggest secrets into the hats, and burned our most prized possessions in effigy.”

“Huh.” That’s what Brooks says. If I were sitting next to him, I’d slap his thigh. He sips his water, shaking his head, like Georgia’s magic is oil and his is water, and there’s no mixing or making sense of either.

“And the wands, we carved them from the branches of the Witch’s Tree.” She raises her brows at me, like she wants to hear my opinion.

“You’ve picked up magical theory—or whatever you want to call it—much quicker than I have.” I shrug, unashamed. Georgia’s always had a knack for figuring out simple solutions to complex problems. “I’m proud of you, and I hope both the hats and the wands kick feathery Hag Wytch ass and keep you all safe.”

“You are going to keep us safe,” she assures me, rapping her knuckles on the table for luck. Knock on wood and all that. Her stomach grumbles and she sighs, standing up to grab the waitress’ elbow, so that we can place our order. Pretty sure the woman would never come back to the table otherwise. Guess our waiter from last night deserves a little more credit.

“Hey, can I touch your wolf ears?” Talia asks excitedly, leaning in toward Tanner. Fernanda shakes her head and puts her face in her hand, like she’s embarrassed by her fellow coven member. She met this girl yesterday, but it’s like they’ve known each other forever.

I get the feeling. I was more than happy to let these men chase me through the woods on day one and fuck me hard, and all I knew about them at the time was that they were dicks. Forming a coven is a big goddamn deal, like an unbreakable promise of eternal friendship.

“Fuck no.” Tanner traces his finger along the brim of his hat, wolf ears flattening in response to her question. He even bares his teeth. “Don’t ever touch another witch’s hat. Even your coven’s hats are off-limits unless they give you express permission.”

To emphasize his point, he takes his hat off and slides it over mine, cocooning them together. There’s something incredibly intimate about the action, and I can’t help but slide my gaze to Marlowe. The first night we met, I tried to touch his hat and he wouldn’t let me.

There’s a new cluster of mushrooms growing upside down from the brim of his hat. He narrows his eyes at me and they morph into bright red roses. He takes the hat off and adds it to the stack atop my head.

My smile is so over-the-top romantic that even he blushes. I lean into Lo’s side as Brooks snorts, and then—never one to be outdone—tosses his own hat onto my growing pile.

It’s a heavy load, all of those monster-leather hats, but I don’t mind.

Georgia takes her seat again, giving me an odd look.

“Got everything ordered. I used to work as a waitress. I can memorize a twelve-top, appetizers, drinks, entrees, and desserts. Never messed up an order once.”

“Can I be you when I grow up?” Talia asks, gazing at Georgia like she hangs the sun and moon. I don’t blame her. Georgia is pretty fucking awesome.

“Don’t you have, like, parents or some shit?” Marlowe asks, downing his entire water glass in one go. Everything about the move excites me. The way his inked arm muscles bunch, suns and moons and stars painted over the surface of his skin. His Adam’s apple. The way his throat moves when he swallows. The muss of his oil-slick hair under the lights.

“My mom is either working or dealing with her loser boyfriend and my younger siblings. She barely notices I’m missing so long as I text her.” Talia doesn’t even sound upset about it, like she’s just spitting facts.

“I have five brothers and sisters, and I’m the middle child. I understand that, how easy it is to go missing in plain sight.” Tacy offers Talia her hand, and the two of them smile at each other like the oldest of friends.

“We should get down to business.” Brooks pauses as our waitress places our drinks on the table and then disappears again. She looks mildly confused and says absolutely nothing to us. Yay cumcakes.

Marlowe pours some sake into a small cup for me, and I toss it back, offering him a flirty smile as thanks. Brooks accepts another small glass from Tanner, allowing him to pour his drink. I love that, the growing bromance between all three of them. When I think about Marlowe giving Tanner a second chance, my heart pumps so quickly that I get dizzy.

“Here’s what I’m thinking.” Brooks lays out the plan: head into the Witchwoods with the extra ingredients from the first gate spell. Do exactly what we did with the zombie, only it’s us on the inside of the gate and my girls following Brooks’ written instructions for their own spell on the outside. The idea of them being so close to the gate and to the Hag makes me nervous, but then, the more witches, the better.

If we close the gate, we can leave the woods so long as we don’t speak (theoretically). If we fail to close the gate, same deal. If we get stuck over there, we can stay in the cottage for as long as we need to. Georgia and the girls will take care of the animals and the house for us if we don’t come back right away.

If we don’t come back at all …

“My most important grimoires are at the house. I’ve left English notes in the margins to make them easier to understand, and I’ve written down what’s most important.” Brooks pushes his ochoko (the little sake cup) back toward Tanner for a refill.

We’re all dressed in hoodies, just like the girls, but Tanner has his sleeves pushed up, corded forearms on display, a variety of scars marking his bronze arms. How can the veins in a man’s wrist make me salivate? And why am I so obsessed with the fine dusting of gold hair on his arms? Being in love is crazy, like a loose shoe tumbling around in a dryer, slamming into the metal walls as it cycles and reminding you with every spin that it’s there.

I can’t think straight.

“So,” Georgia begins, taking a sip of the pinot grigio she ordered. It’s only noon, but when you’re in the midst of magical mayhem, it’s five o’clock somewhere. We all deserve a drink or two or seven. “How long should we wait for you guys to come back before trying something else? Is there another spell we should know that’ll come in handy? I’m just trying to be as prepared as I can be.”

Brooks slides a finger up the side of his water glass, gaze intent on the ice cubes floating in it. Our waitress manages to remember that the order for eight miso soups belongs to us and brings it over, placing salty goodness in front of each of us.

“If you see the Hag Wytch out and about, well … And if more people try to fuck around with that goddamn tree.” He looks up, but not at Georgia.

Brooks turns to study me, and I’m stolen away by his expression. The firm set of his mouth, the beautiful breadth of his shoulders. His fingers, curled into a loose fist on the table. His eyes, like the walls at Fern Canyon. Thick, dark lashes. A generous mouth. Brooks turns back to Georgia just as our food arrives, but he doesn’t bother to keep his voice down. It doesn’t matter.

“If we don’t come back, and the Hag does, you’re all in serious trouble. Protect yourselves first and worry about the world second. If we die, and you die, then everyone else is royally fucked, too. She’ll eat our souls and trap us for the foreseeable future.” Brooks picks up his miso soup, like he didn’t just declare a fate worse than death. He pauses before taking a sip. “But it’ll be fine in the end. We’ll handle it.”

Once again, his confidence is like a hot lick to the throat or a kiss on the edge of my lips, a fleeting brush of sensual romance.

I want to believe him. I do. But I’m still afraid, and that’s okay.

Perseverance in the face of fear, that’s bravery, not lack thereof.

I pick up my own bowl of soup, sip the salty broth, and try to think happy thoughts.

My friends. Brooks. Tanner. Marlowe.

A smile lights my lips, and I keep it there through the rest of lunch and then, on a long walk around the plaza with the people who matter most.

Our beautiful afternoon fades into a starlit evening … dressed in blood and horror.
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Kate

Flick is barking nonstop at the back door, at the Hag Wytch who’s currently hunched over, wings folded, beak digging at the soft earth under the trees. We stand at the glass doors, sipping coffee and breathing in the cinnamon and maple scent of pumpkin bread.

“You stupid bitch,” Brooks growls out as she turns her head to look at us, human mouth dripping with blood and stained with dirt. She’s chewing up the deer heart we buried in the north with her human teeth. It’s one of the most disturbing things I’ve ever seen. It isn’t helped by the full one-eighty spin of that feathered head or the massive baby blue eyes with the long lashes.

I shudder and turn away, trying to enjoy my coffee. Trying to enjoy this last, quiet moment with my husbands. Trying to do anything but worry about crossing into the Witchwoods.

“It won’t take her long to eat all of those hearts,” I say, sitting down in my usual chair and using a very scrumptious beef liver treat to lure Flick away from the door. His barking is giving my addled brain a bit of a headache.

“Took her an hour to find and dig that one out. We have time.” Brooks turns away from the window next, leaving Tanner and Marlowe to stand guard. Our leader caresses the side of my face with a warm palm that smells a bit like nutmeg and cloves. “Kate, let me worry about semantics, okay? Enjoy your coffee. Enjoy your bread. Take your time getting ready.”

“I might’ve accepted you as the leader of this coven, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry.” I jump a little when Stix leaps up onto the table, arching her back and rubbing against empty air. Closest she ever comes to telling me she wants attention. This cat is crafty. She never reveals her true nature. I give her bum a little scritch before gently encouraging her to leap onto one of the chairs instead.

She hisses at me and swats at my hand before blitzing off into the house. Ebon takes off after her and Flick follows. Cute.

Marlowe slumps into his own chair, stirring his iced coffee with a metal straw. I love how black his eyes are, the kaleidoscope of his dark hair. Feels like I rarely get to see it since we’re always wearing those stubborn hats. Mine has taken to stealing food directly from my hand, and then it gets crumbs in my hair when it swallows it up into God only knows where. Other than the crumbs, it leaves no trace.

Stix returns as quickly as she left, bringing a mouse into the kitchen and dropping its corpse onto the floor. Ah. So that’s where all three of the animals went.

I frown.

Right. We have a mouse problem, just like Tanner said—a Witchwoods mouse problem. That thing has many eyes and two tails and little horns.

“I bet ya they’re getting in through that hole in the attic,” I murmur. “I’ve been meaning to patch it up.”

Marlowe knocks his knuckles on the table and leans in toward me, like he’s annoyed, signature scowl in place.

“You’re supposed to tell us about those things. I’ll mow the lawn. I’ll fix the hole in the attic. Brooks can cook for us. Tanner can, you know, gut deer from the back lot.” He scoffs, but it’s almost … fuck, is that the tiniest bit of affection that I sense? “And you …” Marlowe sits back in his seat, cocky as fuck and licking his whore lips.

I love those whore lips.

“Go ahead, make a joke about how my contribution to the family is my pussy. Let’s hear it.” I wiggle my fingers in a come-on motion and then cup them around my ear, leaning in.

Marlowe crosses his arms, dressed in yet another one of my hoodies and those same pink sweatpants. He fucking loves those, and they look too good on him for me to complain.

“Actually, I was going to say, you can unclog the downstairs toilet, pick up the dog shit in the yard, and change the oil on the truck.” Lo grins.

I snort a laugh, nearly expelling coffee from my nose, and he grins at me.

“First off.” Tanner puts his mug down on the table, moving over to a different window and pushing aside the white-and-red checkered curtains that I hate but can’t bring myself to take down. They’re sun-faded and ugly and not at all my aesthetic, but my grandma picked the fabric herself, sewed them, hung them. Maybe one day they can be moved to a keepsake box or repurposed for a pillow or something. “Fresh venison is delicious.”

Tanner peeks out the window, and I scream.

The Hag’s face is right fucking there, peering in at us with those massive eyes. They’re so beyond creepy, like the most beautiful blue eyes you’ve ever seen. Round and adorable, like the eyes of a young woman who makes daisy chains for fun.

Paired with the wicked curve of a beak instead of a nose, with a human mouth dressed in blood and dirt, a head full of feathers with unnatural rune-like designs … not so cute.

“Ah, fuck off, you grandstanding cunt.” Tanner flips her off as she opens her beak to shriek at him. Brooks is in the process of pouring a fresh cup of coffee when she parts her human lips to scream.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?”

My skin nearly splits in half, so that my terrified bones can take off running. Holy shit. I …

My attention whips over to Brooks, hot coffee steaming all over the counter. I lunge forward to check his hand, but it seems like Marlowe cooled the liquid before it could burn his skin. I don’t release him though, running my thumb across the back of his knuckles in a soothing gesture.

“Wait, my leg. I don’t know where my leg is!” The Hag is yelling in a man’s voice now, confusion and pain etched into every word. She seamlessly switches into another voice, so broken that I can’t tell if it’s male or female, young or old. “No, don’t do this! Not to us. Honey, no!”

The Hag Wytch turns away, hopping in the direction of the fence, going east in search of another heart. Fuck.

“I wish I could gut that monster and let my sister’s soul spill out,” Brooks growls, face shifting, ink swirling across his skin like a storm. A dish towel catches on fire, and his shadow throws back its antlered head in a silent howl of rage. I shiver, but I’m not turned-off or afraid. I hurt for him, but shamelessly, I’m also turned-on. “Fuck, the bread.” He kisses my temple as he moves past me to check the oven.

I watch his back as he moves, and even though I can tell he’s trying his best to pretend he’s not affected by those taunts, his entire body is stiff with suppressed rage.

“As I was saying,” Tanner continues as Marlowe purses his lips, his own dark eyes on Brooks. “Who the hell would complain about a kitchen stocked with fresh meat? Second, if we can’t cook up spells to take care of all the crap that needs doing, then I will unclog the toilet, pick up the dog shit, and change the oil on the truck. I’m not letting my wife slave away over that crap.”

I blush, but I’m also annoyed.

“I’m perfectly capable of doing all of those things,” I mumble, returning to my seat. “I did them before you guys arrived, and I could do them all by myself if the need ever arose.”

“It won’t.” This is Brooks again, setting the old ceramic loaf pan on the counter. That, too, belonged to my grandma, and it warms my heart to see it being used properly again. Serving delicious hot food and absorbing happy memories. “We’ll never be separated, so there’s no need for you to do anything alone ever again.” His mouth twitches as he turns around, leaving the bread to cool. I wonder if he could use his magic to do that, too? “We can and will find spells for those things. I’ll finish teaching all of you to read and write my mentor’s language, to write your own magic.”

“Georgia picked it up in about two seconds,” I say, awe in my voice. “Give me a few weeks, and I bet I could catch up.”

“Georgia was given step-by-step baby instructions by yours truly. What I mean is, I want you guys to know the fundamentals, not just the color-by-numbers version that I gave her.” Brooks glances up, past Tanner and out the window for the Hag.

She hasn’t found the second heart yet. Yay for us. Maybe we do have time for jokes and coffee and fresh pumpkin bread with melt-y chocolate chips. Perfect weather for an evening snack like this, with the scent of autumn in the air.

And yeah, in Humboldt County, that’s all it is: a vague, ethereal sense of the seasons changing. We live on the coast, so it’s difficult to tell what time of year it is most days. Nearly all of our trees are evergreens, so the leaves never change. I don’t hate it, but sometimes, fifty-five and cloudy with salty fog gets tiring. We can go weeks with dreary gray weather, and never see the sun.

“I’m looking forward to it,” I tell Brooks, saluting him with my mug as we settle into a comfortable, thoughtful silence. The sipping of coffee. The cutting of moist sweet-spiced bread with ooey-gooey chocolate on top. The eating of said bread.

It takes the Hag another forty-five minutes to locate the next heart, enough time for us to gear up.
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Brooks has the spell supplies pre-prepared in one of the leather bags that he brought with him from the Witchwoods. Off come our shirts. On go the leather pants. The boots. The bone necklaces. Our hats. A bit of blood smeared across our lips. The metal masks hanging around our necks.

The Hag Wytch is on the third heart by then—the one in the south which falls in the middle of our front yard.

We stand at the living room window, just in front of the couch, arms crossed as we watch her tear up our lawn.

“This seriously pisses me off. It was looking really nice.” Marlowe tilts his head to one side, a stray daisy on the brim of his hat bobbing with the motion. There was an entire garden on it when we woke up this morning, flowers and mushrooms and a massive toad that turned into dirt when we released it into one of my potted plants.

“What? The lawn?” I ask, turning to face him, my arms crossed to cover my naked breasts. “Don’t worry: I’ll just regrow it when I get back. I have plans. I’m going to use my magic to make all the old ladies in the neighborhood jealous of my rhododendrons.” I grin as I turn back to face the Hag, and the expression melts right off.

“What’s the plan, boss? Hop on the brooms and head straight for the woods?” Tanner glances over at Brooks, the wolf ears on his hat perking with curiosity. “Seems like she’s out for our blood this morning.” He glances back at the window, and there’s a slight shift to his expression that I’m not used to seeing.

Marlowe looks over and spots that expression, and his entire body goes stiff at the sight.

“What?” he snaps, but not like he’s actually angry. I learned pretty quickly that this is just how he is, kind of prickly and bitchy but totally fucking cute, too. “What are you not telling us?”

“I’m not not telling you anything.” Tanner sighs and closes his eyes, taking off his hat so that he can ruffle up his hair with his fingers. Brooks remains silent, thumbs hooked into the waistband of his already too-low pants. “It’s just … you’ve seen her hunt. We can zip out of here on our brooms, but can we outrun her?” Tanner’s silver-blue gaze shifts over to mine. “Have you ever seen an owl hunt?” he asks me, and I give a soft shake of my head.

“I’ve seen the Hag a few times …” I start, but he already knows that.

Tanner sighs and looks back out at the Hag again. She’s turned her head to stare at us, letting out an eerie hoot that gives me goosebumps.

“My worry is that she’s going to pick us off those brooms like it’s nothing.”

The Hag Wytch turns back to her gruesome task, digging out the deer heart from the soft ground. Rather than chew this one up, she tosses it into the air, tilts her head back and swallows it just like she swallowed that poor man outside the crepe restaurant. Her throat undulates like a snake, and she shakes out her feathers, revealing all of those strange runes patterned across the brown and white.

“I’m inclined to agree with you.” Brooks doesn’t sound nervous. Doesn’t look worried the way Tanner does. “But I don’t see a lot of other options. She’s always been unnervingly adept at seeing through our magic, and I still have no clue why she can’t penetrate the old trees or the cottage.” He drops his gaze down, like he’s staring at the sofa, although I know that he’s not really looking at anything. He’s thinking. The giant eye on his hat does the same.

“Why don’t I take off first?” Tanner suggests, shifting his weight from one boot to the other. “Lead her a ways off, give you guys some space to—”

“No.” My voice is as hard as it’s ever been. All three of them turn to stare at me, and I stare right back. My hat shifts, like it’s trying to bare its teeth at them. Since its teeth are all around the brim, they’re basically always bared anyway. I grab onto both sides of the brim to calm it down. “What did I tell you about that shit? This wasn’t part of the plan. I’d have never agreed to it if it were.”

“Plans change, kitten,” Tanner tells me softly, and now I am the one baring my teeth at him.

“Well, they don’t change like this. I’m sorry, but I hate this idea. One person is way easier to pick off than four together. Do you see schools of fish break apart? Or flocks of birds?”

“When a great horned owl swoops its feathery ass down on them, you better bet that they break apart.” Tanner turns to face me, peering around Marlowe’s massive form to make eye contact.

“Okay, fine. They break apart, and what happens? Somebody gets eaten. Fuck no. I’m not letting you get yourself eaten by the Hag, Tanner.” I’ll be as stubborn as I need to about this.

“That’s enough, both of you.” Brooks turns and peels off from the group, opening the front door and moving out onto the porch. The Hag ignores him. There’s nothing she can do with the last heart—the west one—still buried.

She spreads her wings, flaps hard, and ascends into the cloudy sky.

Only … she doesn’t head for the final heart. She takes off in the opposite direction, sticking to the streets so that she doesn’t have to fly higher than the massive redwood trees on either side. Does that mean she’s fully corporeal now? Shit.

“Well, that was unexpected.” Brooks looks confused, cocking his head to the side. All of the small eyeballs on his hat blink in surprise. “Where the fuck is she going?”

He snatches one of the brooms and clomps down the front steps, stalking across the lawn and pausing just outside the barrier of our spell. Tanner joins him, but when I try to follow, Lo grabs my shoulder to keep me back.

“Nope. Not you.” His hand tightens even further when I try to slip out of his grip, and I curse, slapping at his fingers. He ignores me. I could use one of the plants on the front porch to whip him in the balls, but I don’t want to hurt him. He probably has good reason to keep me here.

I sigh and relax, and he releases me immediately.

We watch Brooks and Tanner as they step into the road, staring after the Hag.

This … isn’t ideal. While her being so close to the house was concerning, giving us very little space to take off on the brooms before she gave chase, we do in fact need her to give chase. I am not down for this possible plan of leaving her here while we live alone in the woods. My friends would need to come with us in that case. I won’t budge on that.

Brooks and Tanner step back inside the barrier and ascend the front steps.

“If she’s leaving us, then she’s probably going for your friends next.” Brooks lifts a brow as I gasp and cover my mouth with both hands. He’s right. He’s so fucking right.

I turn and sprint back into the house, snatching my phone off the table to call Georgia.

“I’m here, Kate,” she says by way of answer.

“The Hag is on her way to the Witch’s Tree, or so we think.”

I hear her sigh against the phone. Fernanda and I think Talia are laughing in the background.

“Alright. We’re ready. Let her come. Do whatever it is you need to do.”

“We’ll be there soon,” I promise, and we say our I love yous before we hang up. Today is one of those days where it’s best to just say it as many times as possible. You never know what might go wrong.

“You ready, Kate?” Marlowe hands one of the brooms over to me, and I flush a little as I remember last night. He sees me remembering and grins. “God, the headboard banging I’m going to give you when we get home …”

“Maybe I will be the one giving you a headboard banging?” I lift my brows as I curl my fingers around the dark wood handle of the broom. It simmers with power as I clutch it in a strong grip. “I’ll ride you into oblivion. You won’t even remember your fucking name.”

Marlowe scoffs at me, but he isn’t displeased. His expression is hooded and flirtatious.

“Sweetheart, don’t try to pretend like you’re anything but a pillow princess.”

I’m about to punch him when Brooks hands over one of the cumcakes—and a pair of tweezers.

“Eat up and pluck those lashes.” He leaves me with a salted caramel cumcake on my palm and a frown on my face.

“Are you sure this is going to work? Doesn’t the glamour just make people kind of … ignore us? Won’t that be hard to do if we’re flying through the sky?” I peel the paper down the sides and take a bite, wishing that all I had to do was eat this for the spell to work. At this rate, I’m not going to have any eyelashes left at all.

“It’s not nearly as effective as our invisibility spell, no, but it’ll have to do.” Brooks sounds confident enough for the both of us. I eye the tweezers skeptically and then clutch them in my hand, like I can squeeze out the stinging pain of what I’m supposed to do.

“I wonder if I’ll look good with naked eyelids?” I mumble pitifully. I’m only teasing. I don’t care about my lashes in the face of the Hag Wytch, but it’s nice to pretend that everything is normal.

“Oh, don’t say that, kitten.” Tanner ruffles up my hair before stealing the tweezers from me and making quick work of it. “The average person has hundreds of lashes. You’ll be alright.”

“How do you even know that?” I ask as Brooks shakes his head at us.

“Because I looked it up.” Marlowe wiggles his phone at me. “You’re not the only vain one in the family.”

He turns away and heads for the door as I snatch the tweezers from Tanner, use the microwave door as a mirror, and pluck as fast as I can.

“Don’t forget to ride sidesaddle,” Brooks warns me, and I give him a look. That seems way harder than just straddling the damn broom. He can tell that I don’t believe him, so he just shrugs. “Fine. Try it your way, hon.”

I ignore him, jam the rest of my cumcake (with the lashes, yuck) into my mouth, and get ready for my very first broom ride.

Out the door and off we go.

Four half-naked witches in tattoos, leather pants, and love.

Four witches off to save the world.
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“I thought you didn’t like having sex with brooms?” Marlowe calls out to me, sitting sidesaddle with his hands clasped behind his head. The brim of his hat ruffles in the wind as we sail through the air. His shadow is the one holding the broom up, just like with the zombie. Shadow hands clutched around the wooden handles, drawing us smoothly through the sky.

Well, his shadow is smoothly dragging his broom along. Mine is shifting with discomfort because I am shifting with discomfort. I didn’t sit sidesaddle, and the broom is very firmly wedged up against my pussy. Thus, the annoying joke.

I grab onto the end of the broom, hoping that I don’t look nearly as frustrated as I am by my own stubbornness.

Brooks leads the pack while Tanner takes up the rear. Marlowe rides beside me, likely just so he can torment me. Doesn’t he know that I’m already suffering enough?

With a groan, I adjust myself and swing my leg over. I don’t let myself look down, at the fifty or so feet below us. I don’t think about how easy it would be for the broom to plummet to the pavement. It’s my shadow that’s holding it up. My fucking shadow.

A sigh of relief escapes my lips as my poor pussy thanks me for not putting the entirety of my body weight on such a sensitive part. Just in time, too, because my phone rings, and I fumble it out of my pocket, nearly dropping it in the process.

It slips from my hands, and my shadow snags it up in two clawed fingers, offering it back and sending my broom topsy-turvy as I groan. I accept the phone, but only because I really need this horny, horned shadow to keep me from turning into a smutty witch pancake on the sidewalk outside Cutten Elementary.

“Are you okay?” I blurt, shouting to compensate for the rush of wind making my braid flap like a kite behind me.

“All good, but why are you yelling?” Georgia sounds concerned, but really, this is awesome. I’m just a tiny bit nervous. Once I get used to the idea of flying via broom, I’ll be thrilled. My right brain is already cooking up ideas, like how I could attach a cute little basket and go grocery shopping with this thing. Oh, oh, oh, the men and I could fly to the farmer’s market and buy things for dinner, fly home, cook together.

“Tell you later. Is the Hag still there?” I ask, phone pressed tight to my ear. My other hand has grown witch claws that I’ve embedded into the wood handle of the broom. Install a basket, a seat belt, and a saddle are all added to my future to-do list.

“Nope. She just left. Headed due north in the direction of Old Town.”

North? Old Town?

Ah. Right back to the Pink Lady? To the Carson Mansion? But why? To finish off the last of Mrs. Madsen’s corpse?

“Thank you. I love you.” We hang up, and I tuck my phone into the small satchel at my hip. “The Hag is headed back toward the Pink Lady,” I shout and even though it’s hard to hear with the wind whistling past, I’m pretty sure that Brooks curses.

We turn like a flock of birds, our inner compasses making it easy to know which way to go. In the past, I’d have been hard-pressed to even guess which direction was north at any given time. Not anymore.

It doesn’t take long to get there; the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, right? And there’s the Hag Wytch, sitting on the highest tower of the Carson Mansion.

She really is eating Mrs. Madsen, holding rotten carrion in her claws and lowering her human mouth down to consume bits of dangling flesh.

We land on the roof of the Pink Lady across the street, standing in a row with our brooms beside us and watching, waiting to see what she’ll do. With the massive lawn that unfolds between the street and the mansion, there’s plenty of space if we need to hop on our brooms and take off toward the Witch’s Tree.

“What is she doing?” I ask, turning to look at Tanner. He’s the bird expert, isn’t he? Not that I think the Hag functions like any real owl. I’m an empathetic person, but climbing inside the head of an ancient forest god is not an easy task.

“Does it matter?” Tanner asks, sounding frustrated as he runs his tongue over his teeth. “She’s here, and I don’t understand why we’re not already in that goddamn tree doing what needs doing. If the Hag Wytch wants to stay out here, then leave her be.”

“No.” I tap the bristles of my broom against the roof of the house, trying hard not to think about our dead employer or the fact that she’s become Hag food in both body and spirit. “I won’t leave that monster out here with my friends.”

“I don’t give a fuck—” Tanner starts, pausing when Marlowe lays his hand on his arm. Tanner stares down at those fingers like he never thought the day would come when West would touch East in such a casual, effortless way.

“Kate is the type of person who would die to save her friends; it’s one of the reasons we fell in love with her.” Marlowe’s voice hitches as his eyes shift over to the Hag across the street. “You won’t be able to talk her out of this.”

“Do I need to?” Tanner retorts, lifting his fancy brow. “I can make her leave. We can make her leave. Let’s live in the Witchwoods and trap the Hag out here. It’s the safer option.”

“Is it?” This is Brooks, still watching the Hag like he doesn’t dare turn away for a single second. Lo drops his hand, wetting his lips like he wants to say something else, but isn’t sure that he should. “What if she’s stuck in the birth canal of that gate, propping it open? What if she isn’t fully present in this world and she splits in two when we close it? What if we take Kate back to those woods and she gets killed by something else?”

Brooks whirls around and there it is, every lesson he tried to teach us last night.

This is his decision to make, not ours. Marlowe and I can share our opinions. Tanner can give advice. Ultimately, what Brooks says goes. The eyes on his hat slither across the cone, so that he can stare at the Hag while looking at us.

“I know you’re worried,” Brooks tells us, his attention fixed on Tanner. “I know you think that’s the safest option, but I disagree. Everything in the Witchwoods tries to kill you. Everything. It isn’t just the Hag.”

Tanner grits his teeth, squeezing his free hand into a fist and clutching his broom with the other. The veins in his neck stand out with the strain, but with a forceful exhale, he calms himself down.

My hat licks my hair, like it’s trying to gobble up my anxiety. Marlowe folds his arms and looks between the two men like he has no idea what to do, like he’s as happy as I am that he doesn’t have to make the final choice.

Tanner steps up beside Brooks, hands on his hips. They’re both standing terrifyingly close to the edge, but neither seems afraid in the least of falling off.

“Fuck.” Tanner closes his eyes, face tight, scar pulling. “Fuck. You’re right. I know that. I know.”

“Then there’s no better time than the present.” Brooks turns back to me and Marlowe. “Follow me and don’t do anything other than what I do. No heroics. No deviations.”

“Yes, sir.” I mean what I say, and Brooks offers a soft, gentle smile in response.

“Good girl.” He lifts a brow at Marlowe who only barks a disbelieving laugh.

“You want me to say it again?” Lo sighs and sags a little, but he won’t fight it. He knows. Last night was a good reminder of what we should and shouldn’t be doing in a situation this dangerous. “Yes, sir.”

“Good boy.” Brooks winks and then the smile slides right off his face. He turns and tosses his broom ahead of him, his antlered shadow swooping down to grab hold of it. The broom floats there in the air waiting for him, and he grabs on with both hands, swinging up and onto the wood like it’s a horse’s back.

“Go on, be your clumsy self. I’ll catch you if you fall.” Marlowe is teasing me, but he’s also offering comfort in the guise of a joke. Thanks, Lo.

I nod and position my broom beside me, imagining my silhouette rising up behind me, ebony hands gripping the handle. She does exactly that, attached to my side like she’s stitched to my skin, and when I let go of my broom, it stays right where it is.

Taking the advice of the men, I sit sidesaddle straight-off this time, and into the dark Humboldt sky I go. Marlowe and Tanner are right behind me, following close as we gain altitude and join Brooks. He’s already circling the Hag from above, like a hawk or … an owl.

She ignores us, finishing her meal and then licking her human lips with a pink tongue. The Hag lifts her left wing, turns her head, and begins to preen her feathers.

Brooks flicks his fingers at her, sending flames across her body. She whips her head around and hisses at him from both mouths, but she doesn’t rise from her perch. Tanner swings his arm and sends a gust of wind her way next, hard enough that shingles are peeled over the roof. They go flying, but the Hag stays right where she is.

If she won’t willingly go back to the woods, can we drag her back there?

I draw the vines of a purple wisteria up the green walls of the mansion, wrapping them around the Hag’s talons and then pulling them taut.

Brooks told me not to do anything that he didn’t do, but he’s using his directional magic, so I figure it’s okay. Nobody stops me as I draw back, bringing the vines with me.

The Hag Wytch overbalances with a scream that cuts me right in half.

“Not today, I swear to God that I’ll be a better—” It’s the voice of a young woman, terror-stricken and finishing in a gurgle that ends the sentence before the last word comes out. The Hag tumbles down the curved wall of the tower before finally spreading her wings.

She catches the breeze, lowering her beak to tear the vines off as Marlowe rains icy shards down on her, knocking her sideways before she manages to right herself. She screams at us again, something mindless and animalistic, and then she’s coming straight for me.

Brooks whips past, grabbing onto my broom as he goes and dragging it with him.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?” the Hag calls from behind us, and my spine prickles with the heat of pursuit. There’s no feeling in the world that can match what it’s like to be followed, to be hunted. The heavy flap of the Hag’s wings is broken only by the last words of her victims. “Mom! Mom, please!” A man’s voice this time.

I don’t look back, pushing myself to keep up with Brooks so that he doesn’t have to hold onto my broom. I can feel Tanner and Marlowe behind us, matching our pace.

We’re faster than the Hag, but we keep a measured distance, far enough away that she can’t pick us off our brooms, close enough that she doesn’t lose interest in her prey.

Eureka zips past beneath us, an odd mix of redwood trees and pretty Victorians, rundown neighborhoods, and fancy new buildings that don’t fit in with either.

We head due south to the McKay Community forest, passing Georgia’s parents’ place. Slipping by our own house.

The four of us dive down, like birds of prey homing in on a mouse, and we hit the dirt hard. The men all manage to keep their feet, but I stumble, falling forward and slamming into Brooks.

I catch sight of Georgia and the girls, poised at the four cardinal points around the trunk, but there’s no time for us to talk. If the Hag Wytch doesn’t chase us inside, they’ve got the protection spell and the hag stones to hold her off.

Brooks wraps an arm around my waist, dragging me toward the Witch’s Tree and shoving my hand into the hole before I can even catch my breath.

My broom and I are sent headfirst into the mouth of the tree, swallowed down the throat of whatever the hell it is, and spit out on the other side.

Dizzy and disoriented, I fall right into a pile of corpses.
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Kate

I scramble to my feet, shoving my metal mask into place. My eyes dart around in search of another flash-toad or gore-bear. There’s nothing but gray fog, sparkling mushrooms, and a glowing stag with too many candle-antlers that bounds off into the massive fern-y undergrowth.

Well, other than the bodies. And believe me, there are plenty. Young women in trendy outfits, and men in baseball caps and hoodies. An older guy with a fedora on his decapitated head. Someone with a GoPro still strapped to their headless body. Pretty sure that body doesn’t belong to that head though.

These are the people that came because of our viral videos. We did this. In part, this is all our fault.

I’m a smart woman though. There are times and places to get upset, to break down, to think hard about life and all its strange and horrible nuances.

This is not that place.

The men are seconds behind me, slipping their own masks into place as they’re vomited out by the tree. Tanner hauls me up in his arms and starts running which is fine. They’ve spent months/years in this place training to be as fit and hard as possible while I’m still catching up.

A horrible sound cracks the woods behind us, and I make the mistake of looking back.

The Hag Wytch’s mammoth head is crowning the hole in the tree, bringing Brooks’ earlier analogy to mind. It really is like watching a baby come through a birth canal. The Witch’s Tree groans, and the bark splinters like old, dry bone.

“Be gone, demon!” the Hag screams, bursting through and sending wooden shrapnel into the forest. Her wings stir the branches overhead as we sprint for the cottage. Brooks gets there first, using the secret notch to open the door. He waits for us all to climb in before he follows, dragging it shut behind us.

There’s a violent shaking in the walls as the Hag makes contact with the wood outside, and a piercing shriek follows that’s so loud, it makes my ears hurt even in here.

Tanner sets me on my feet, signing something to Brooks that I wish I could understand. Marlowe is already halfway down the stairs, and the smell of stew is fragrant in the air, something gamey like venison.

I follow after Lo only to find three startled faces peering up at us from the bottom of the stairs.

Detective Gilley. Officer Viv. And some young guy with a missing arm and a t-shirt that has the handle @hoaxesuncovered printed along with the words follow, like, and subscribe. Um. I see.

Joke’s on him this time.

He’s got a bloody bandage wrapped around the spot there his elbow should be. There’s nothing below it, obviously an injury he received after entering the woods. While I feel for him, he’s lucky compared to that pile of bodies outside.

“So, you’re back.” Viv sounds annoyed, moving away from us and into the boys’ kitchen. She stirs the cauldron and then tests the brew inside with a wooden spoon. I watch as her shadow perches on the wall behind her, resplendent with flat, wide antlers, like a moose. A south.

My attention shifts back to a red-faced Gilley. His shadow also has antlers, little nubs that remind me of a young buck or something. I can’t help but look over at Brooks as he saunters into the place, like, well, like he fucking owns it. His antlers are as tall as the detective’s entire shadow.

Brooks ignores the humans squatting in his cottage, turning at the entrance to the hallway and gesturing for us to follow.

I feel trapped in place.

It’s one thing to condemn people to the fate of these woods in the abstract. It’s another to stand there and look them in the eyes. I turn to the YouTuber guy again, his mouth gaping open as he takes in the half-naked witches in the leather pants and the sentient hats.

His shadow has a tongue, long and curled at the end. A pair of tails, too, like the hindwings of a butterfly. An Eastwoods. So, two Souths and an East. Bummer.

“They won’t talk back,” the detective huffs out, nostrils flaring. I imagine he’d attack us if he felt like he had any chance of inflicting damage. All that would happen is that he’d end up dead or maimed. I search around for the chalkboard, finding it hung on the wall with the chalk attached by a piece of sinew serving as twine.

“These are the witches?” the influencer chokes out, clutching his hand over his bloodied arm. “Can you help us? I just want to go home.”

“They won’t help. I already told you that.” Viv sets three bowls on the counter and spoons stew into them as Marlowe grabs onto my arm. I’m already shaking my head. His dark eyes narrow over the harsh metal lines of his mask, but he doesn’t drag me away—yet.

I scribble a message on the board and turn it around to face the humans. Viv squints her eyes to read it.

“Last chance to leave or you stay here forever. Put hand in tree while we cast.” She lifts wrathful brown eyes up to me as I toss the chalkboard aside and follow Tanner and Brooks before Marlowe makes me follow them. Asshole. I’m definitely spanking him again when we get home. “Wait, that’s it? That’s all you’re going to say? How are we supposed to get out with that fucking owl screaming outside the door?”

The men and I file down the curved staircase to the bottom floor, and the humans rush to follow, their hot food abandoned on the counter.

We make our way to the cave that I bathed in on my first day here. Marlowe waves his hand, clearing the water and revealing a grated hole on the far wall of the cave. Brooks tears the grate off and tosses it aside, getting to his knees in the mud and crawling through.

Tanner holds out his hand to help me in as Lo turns back to the humans.

He leans in toward them, throwing his shadow up the wall and onto the ceiling, a wicked thing with wide wings. With his eyes as dark as pits, he leans in and lifts a single finger to his mouth in a very clear shut the fuck up motion.

I duck down and drop to my knees, my hands sinking into the muddy earth at the bottom of the cave. Bone necklace clanking, I crawl after my husband’s ass until he disappears into pitch-black. I don’t slow, moving after him with my breasts hanging and swaying, and me telling my stupid body that this is nothing like what we do at home in the dark.

Sex is a great distraction from violence though. From the fear of what’s about to come. I just tell myself that I’m looking forward to the ritual we’re about to perform because I can get on my knees just like this and have my entire coven under the guise of doing a spell.

How am I supposed to enjoy any of that with the Hag Wytch hunting us?

My fingers slide into thick dirt, moist but not slick like the mud inside the tunnel or whatever it is that we were just crawling through. My forehead bumps into a dirt wall, and I struggle to hold back a curse.

Tanner’s head knocks into my ass just before Brooks grabs me by the arms and hauls me up and out of the tunnel. Seems to be a sump or something? It descends vertically before curving into the horizontal space we just crawled through. It’s narrow and claustrophobic, with stone pressing in on all sides. Without Marlowe around—or another Westwoods, I suppose—it’d be completely impassable.

Brooks keeps me close by his side, one arm around my waist, his right hand clutching the hilt of his machete. I have another machete in my possession, sheathed and attached to the leather belt at my waist.

Tanner and Marlowe appear beside us, and even though it’s hard to see (our only light source is a cluster of glowing mushrooms at the base of a humongous tree), I can see smudges of mud on their foreheads and masks.

The humans—with Officer Viv in the lead—emerge behind us, their breathing loud. A stray curse here and there. Marlowe gives me a nasty look, but I couldn’t leave without at least offering them a chance. They haven’t been able to approach the Witch’s Tree for fear of the Hag and, I’m sure, all of the other beasties in this forest.

I have no idea if putting their hands in the tree will work, but it’s worth a shot. This is their one and only chance to leave this horrible place behind forever.

Tanner and Marlowe swing their bows over their shoulders as Brooks risks clacking two of those stones together. Violet light flares in the tight cluster of trees around us, throwing our shadows up their massive trunks. It almost looks like the four of us are dancing in a circle while the humans’ shadows sit in fetal positions off to one side.

Well, except for Officer Viv. Her moose-antlered shadow has its hands on its hips, observing.

Brooks sticks one of the stones into the eye socket of a skull that’s hanging from his necklace. The other, he hands to me. He signs out some things to the men, and they sign back. The conversation goes on for several minutes, modifying our plan in real time.

Because nothing in our world or any other ever goes entirely to plan.

Brooks takes the lead with me just behind him, Tanner and Marlowe flanking me. The guys don’t care about the other people with us, but when one of them makes a sound, Lo turns his bow on the poor guy. The influencer goes very still and holds up his remaining hand, palm out.

He’s much more careful after that.

We take a roundabout way to the Witch’s Tree, stepping over severed body parts with smartwatches on their wrists or phones clutched in their dead hands. It truly puts life into perspective for me, how insignificant those sorts of things are. What’s trending, who’s trending, how many followers someone has … none of that matters when your life is over and that phone is a cold, useless brick in your stone-dead fingers.

I tuck that revelation into my heart for later.

Detective Gilley is walking in a half-crouch, meaty hands banded over his much-smaller-than-it-used-to-be belly. He’s been eating, but it seems that Viv has done well rationing out the food that my men left behind. He’s the first to the tree, but he surprises me by holding out his own hand for the young guy’s, helping him over to it and inserting his wrist into the hole.

My breath catches. The world seems to go still around me. In the space before my next inhale, the YouTuber is gone. The detective steps aside for Viv, letting her do the same. She doesn’t so much as look at us before she shoves her hand into the trunk and disappears.

Brooks ignores it all, directing us to our positions around the tree. A bonfire explodes from the earth, a beautiful display of Southwoods magic. Flames crackle, casting strikes of heat through the cool, damp woods.

In unison, we fall to our knees, hunch over, and begin to draw sigils in the moist dirt.
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My finger traces out the sigil for North, a shape that I’ve practiced enough times that it feels like second nature. Hell, it’s easy without having to concentrate on a zombie situated in an entirely different world.

We only have to draw our own sigils this time which shortens the casting time drastically. Rather than dozens of repeats, it’s just that single slice of my finger through the Witchwoods dirt.

“Careful, she hunts!” The forest spirits have our back, as always. But, just like before, I can hear the flapping of wings as we start our spell. Unlike before, the Hag is perfectly corporeal and absolutely capable of eating all four of us. “She’s so lonely. So lonely.”

The triangle I just drew flares to life with glowing green vines as I look up and over at Marlowe, copying the sign language he’s using to chant our spell words without making any sound at all. Our hands move frantically in the darkness, signing the phrase that Brooks taught us last night.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Everything we cast here feels ten times more powerful than it does back home, like whatever our magic really is, the cache on this side of the gate is richer, stronger, darker.

Brooks tosses a handful of the spell items into the flames as we rise to our feet and start the dance. It’s one of our most difficult dances yet, and I know that we danced longer last time because of me, because I wasn’t hitting all the steps.

This, too, I’ve been practicing. In my head. With my fingertips on table surfaces, drawing out the positions. With my feet, when I wake up to pee in the middle of the night. During all the little empty spaces in the day when I might have otherwise been scrolling my phone.

Brooks—still dancing—signs something else to Tanner.

Even though I fucking told them I hate it when we split up, Tanner peels away from the dance, shooting an arrow into the trees and making something scream. The heavy flapping shifts gears, heading toward the animal that Tanner just shot.

He disappears into the darkness of the woods, and other sounds follow. Roars. Hisses. Shrieks. Oh my God, he’s shooting the plants, isn’t he? He’s shooting the weird screechy Witchwoods foliage and creating a trail for the Hag Wytch.

Since Marlowe and Brooks keep dancing, I do the same. We pass in circles around the tree, the fire crackling at its roots. Their faces are alien, feral, arcane. I hope mine looks the same, bone necklace clacking, breasts bouncing, braid catching the air like an orange and black Halloween streamer. We continue to sign that phrase, over and over and over again.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Brooks continues to feed ingredients to the flames, causing it to grow larger, stranger, like orange and red tongues licking up the side of the Witch’s Tree. Our shadows spin with us, turning in circles, throwing their hands in the air, swaying from side to side.

We hunch over, throw our arms forward, lifting them up, turning in another circle. The woods spin past me, magnificent trunks and radiant plants, the forest spirits imitating our dance with their twig-like limbs and leaf-like bodies.

Massive moths are drawn to the fire, their three-foot wingspans like the canvas of a disturbed artist, like moonlight spilling across a craggy, wave-swept shore. They glow blue and silver before diving into the fire and catching, moaning wails tearing from them as they’re consumed by the flames.

Animals creep to the edge of the wood, and Marlowe—who never stops dancing—turns and shoots a stag in the neck with an arrow. It collapses right where it stands, spilling blood across a luminous mossy carpet. He fires off another shot, taking out a crow that looks similar to Ebon, but with green eyes instead of purple ones.

Sacrifices.

I don’t like it, but the men might’ve killed all three of the humans I just sent back, so I can’t complain. Nature is neither cruel nor kind. It’s not black or white. It’s a million shades of gray, heavy rewards and high costs. Temperance. Gluttony. Brief. Endless. Everything.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Tanner rejoins us, and my heart sings at the sight of him. He’s dancing before he even re-enters the circle, like he might’ve been darting around the woods as a distraction for the Hag without skipping a single step.

Brooks draws the athame, cutting into his wrist with the feral brutality of a woodland artist. Tanner is next. Marlowe. Me. It hurts like hell, but I tilt my head back and let the rush of blood on my skin become a song, from me to the woods. It’s a plea. It’s an offering.

Magic is not free or cheap or easy. There’s always a price. We keep signing.

“We beg you, Northwoods. We implore you, South. We beg help from the East, and we prostrate to the West.”

Brooks drives the athame into the tree.

Our eyes meet.

It doesn’t matter what order we do this in, only that we all reach climax with our wrists still bleeding. We can’t heal the cuts until we’re finished fucking, which makes it tricky. Last time, I was lightheaded but giddy, caught up in the spellcraft and the esoteric thrill.

Tonight, I’m genuinely afraid.

I don’t know where the Hag Wytch is, when she’ll come back, if we’re going to be ambushed mid-coitus.

My attention shifts to Tanner. He crosses his arms in an X shape, palms flat on his pecs. He pats his chest gently a few times while looking at me. Somehow, I get the idea that he’s trying to tell me to relax.

I nod, reaching for him first.

He comes to me, pulling me into his arms even though he knows we’re short on time.

This particular spell that Brooks created requires that the chalice climax as well, which is one of the reasons it works. A female orgasm is worth more in the eyes of spellcraft because it requires more effort. If the men try to rush me through it, it’s likely that the spell won’t work.

It’s hard to shut out the horror of the woods around us, but I’m fairly certain that’s the point.

Sacrifice coupled with sex.

And all of these people who stumbled into the woods? They are the sacrifice.

Our coven brought them here, even if by accident.

Tanner helps me push my pants down, turning me around so that I can press my palms to the trunk of this cursed tree. I close my eyes as he yanks his mask down, skating his lips across my pulse, my shoulder. His hands knead my breasts.

With my eyes closed, I can keep my focus entirely on him and the spitting, hissing, crackle of the fire. Tanner’s natural scent, like a hot summer day after a fox rain, takes over, blinding me to the copper stink of blood and the earthy decay that surrounds us. I tell myself that more people will die if I don’t do this right, if I fuck this up.

I tell myself all sorts of things to keep my focus, but it’s Tanner that distracts me from it all. He guides the head of his dripping cock to my heat, easing himself in while keeping one palm on my rib cage, the other on my hip. He signs things against my skin that I don’t understand, but that keep me calm anyway.

Slowly, gently, like he has all the time in the world, my Eastwoods husband fucks me nice and slow against the tree.

It’s like that first spell we did, the one that bound us all together as a coven, but in reverse.

It’s not hot and messy and insane, but slow and tender and gentle.

If we were anywhere but here, doing anything but this, I might’ve cried happy tears.

He edges me good, my hunter, making himself come as quickly as he can while ensuring that I’m nice and warm and wet for Marlowe.

They trade places, and my Westwoods husband isn’t quite as nice. I can feel the tension in the way he wraps my hair around his fist, pulling back and causing me to arch my back. But that’s okay because I like this, too, and the sting of his punishing hips is a nice contrast to the sweetness of Tanner’s body. The sound is nice, an echoing of flesh on flesh that I realize only belatedly that the Hag might hear.

Marlowe is merciless with my nipples, and I have to really bite my lip to keep from crying out. It feels so good that I end up shoving my ass back, pushing him even deeper into me. He bites onto my shoulder when he comes, his metal mask digging into the naked skin of my back.

And then it’s up to me and Brooks.

I glance over my shoulder as they switch places, and the heavy warmth of my Southwoods husband drapes over me. His massive hands cradle my hips, and if he weren’t wearing his mask, I think he might be smiling at me.

Brooks swats me in the ass, shattering that silly illusion. This motherfucker. I’m so fixated on how much he’s pissing me off that I forget very briefly that we’re in the Witchwoods.

Very briefly is more than enough.

Edged by Tanner. Edged by Marlowe. Fucked to climax by Brooks.

He tugs on my hips, bringing me to him. Bottoms himself out in my hot, needy pussy. I’m swallowing moans as he rocks me back and forth, just like my naughty little witch brain went to when we were in the tunnel. Breasts swaying. Metal masks clanking. Bone necklaces rattling. Fire crackling.

I’m fucked like a wicked, inked beast by three other wicked, inked beasts, and I am the one who comes first. My body locks down on Brooks, a prison of hot heat that grabs hold of him, pulsing and squeezing and demanding that he blow his seed in me.

He comes with me, punishing my hips in a tight, possessive grip that has me howling behind my mask.

Good thing a howl doesn’t count as talking in this fucked-up place.

Brooks collapses against me, and we fall into the tree together, his massive form shrouding my own. He sneaks his hand around the trunk and puts it inside the gate.

Nothing happens.

Nothing. Fucking. Happens.

Brooks slides out of me, yanking his pants up as I do the same.

I don’t have to be told twice: it’s time to haul ass.

The fire goes out as Marlowe throws me into his arms, sprinting full tilt into the darkness of the woods. It takes my eyes a minute to adjust, but even with the night vision of a witch, it’s not easy to see.

Doesn’t matter.

These men know the woods better than I ever will. If luck holds, I’ll never have to come back here again.

Flapping wings follow along behind us, the Hag in hot pursuit.

I’m nervous, but not freaking out, arms wrapped around Lo’s sweaty neck. I’m watching for the Hag, but I don’t see her. She can’t just appear out of nowhere. I will see her before she can get to us. Unlike back home, she’s totally corporeal here, and her wings brush the trees, shake the limbs. The trunks themselves are an issue, creating narrow passages that she has to slow to navigate.

We’re going to make it. We’ll make it.

I might not know the layout of the Witchwoods as well as the guys, but I know where we are in relation to the street back home.

We’re halfway there when the survivor leaps out in front of us.

It’s a woman, probably about my age, wearing tattered, bloody clothes and a broken expression, like the Witchwoods has thoroughly reached inside her brain and snapped it right in half.

“Please!” she screams, surprising Marlowe so much that he skids to a stop and goes down to his ass with me still in his arms. “Please, please, please. I need help. I need help so bad.” She’s sobbing and yelling and drawing the Hag Wytch straight to us.

Talking in the woods is always a bad idea.

Talking at night is a worse idea.

Tanner and Brooks each take one of Lo’s arms, hauling him up. We skirt around the girl like she isn’t even there, and my heart shatters into a million pieces as I watch her struggle to keep up with us. She has one pink and white tennis shoe on her right foot. The left is bare and badly mangled.

“Don’t leave me!” she cries out, reaching for us. I’m crying, silent tears tracking my cheeks. But there’s nothing I can do. The gate is closed, and if I speak, I’m just as trapped as she is.

If we stop running, we’re all dead.

“My parents—” she starts, and that’s it, her last words.

The Hag swoops down and takes her head off like a guillotine. With wide eyes, I watch the woman’s body slump to the ground … and then I see the Hag coming straight for us.

Vines lash out from the earth, wrapping the Hag’s feathered body like a net, but it barely slows her down this time. I’m drained from the spell we just cast, like an athlete who’s finished a triathlon, an uphill hike, and a 5k on the same day. I simply don’t have the energy for a sprint.

Marlowe throws us to the ground, and the Hag sweeps over our heads, raking her talons down his back and drawing blood. He barely slows, shoving back up to his feet and heading to the right instead of straight forward.

I don’t see what happens to either Tanner or Brooks, but I hear the sounds of a fight before Marlowe comes to a stop in front of a hollowed out tree trunk, pushing me inside of it, and then holding up a palm when I try to come back out.

He shakes his head emphatically, grabbing onto my shoulders and giving me a little shake.

Those dark eyes of his have never looked so serious.

Lo lifts up a finger, like he’s telling me he’ll be back in a minute. He reaches for his bow only to realize that it fell off when the Hag sliced his back. Blood is everywhere, coating his skin in red as he turns at the sound of the Hag’s scream.

“I’m scared. I’m over here. I’m over here!” she cries, the words a mockery of her victim’s last moments.

Marlowe takes off at a run as I fret and grab onto the brim of my hat with both hands, pacing a rut into the dirt beneath my feet as my mind spins through possibilities. I’ve saved their lives in the past, haven’t I? I used my machete on the Hag, spared Marlowe’s life. What if they need me?

What if I run out there and become a liability?

Brooks warned me last night, over and over again. I would do well to listen.

I stay where I am, heaving out a massive sigh of relief when all three men come into view. Doesn’t matter how long we hunker down in this tree. So long as we don’t talk, we can go home.

In theory.

We did close the gate, so it’s hard to say if the rule is the same, but no matter what, we’re together and that’s what’s important. I’ll stay in this tree until our magic is recovered, fight our way back to the cottage, and live with these men in this horrible place.

Honestly, it wouldn’t be that terrible. The cottage is cozy. Brooks really does know how to make a good rabbit stew, and Tanner is an excellent hunter. Marlowe and I can start a garden on his goddamn hat.

Lo squeezes inside the tree first with Tanner following. Brooks is maybe a split-second behind, but it’s enough. The Hag Wytch looms out of the fog behind him, reaching for my husband with both of her mouths wide open.

Brooks turns, machete in hand, and jams it into her beak. Marlowe and Tanner are there to back him up, and that’s when she rears back, human lips splitting wide. Her jaw unhinges like a snake, bones cracking in her face.

She’s going to tear his throat out.

Tanner looses an arrow into her eye. Marlowe grabs onto Brooks, intending on pulling him back. Everything is happening in slow motion. Vines explode from the ground, but the Hag snaps them like they’re nothing more than unspooled thread. Shards of ice rain down. Flames claw at her feet. The wind pushes her back in the opposite direction.

Those teeth descend.

I unsheathe my machete.

I shouldn’t do it. I know that. I’m risking my own life, but I can’t let him die. I can’t lose him. Dying is okay, but losing the people I love is not.

I dive under Brooks’ splayed legs, come up in front of him, and I stab my own weapon into her human mouth.

The Hag swallows, somebody screams—me, I think—and then I’m being dragged forward by the wrist. My feet leave the ground as the Hag takes flight, and even though I try to let go of the machete, she’s got a hold of me.

“Kate!” one of the men is screaming after me, and my only thought is no, you idiot, be quiet! I don’t want them trapped here. What are they even doing?

Blood is running down my arm, spattering onto my eyes, blinding me.

The Hag bites my arm off at the elbow, and I wonder in a strange, abject sort of way if that’s what happened to the influencer guy. Oh, that makes sense.

My brain is a mess of pain and confusion as I start to fall, missing an arm and tumbling through the darkness of the woods, hitting branches on the way down. The Hag doesn’t let me go that easily, ignoring the barrage of magic and arrows and shouts from down below.

She snatches me up in her claws, tilts my body, and then she uses a single claw to split my throat open from ear to ear.

I’m falling again, slamming into the ground with a gurgle and a grunt.

My severed arm lands on top of me.

Nothing makes sense.

I’m hot and then I’m cold, and then I think I might be okay, but I’m not. I understand that. I’m anything but okay.

The men are yelling at one another, and I feel hands on my body. Somebody is picking me up. Blood is everywhere. I’m in and out of consciousness, head lolling, as they run back in the direction of the cottage.

Between one blink and the next, I’m in the woods and then I’m inside the warm house and it smells like my husbands, like the stew that Viv was cooking, like my own death.

I know that I’m not going to make it, not even when the guys slather cool, minty salve on my neck, when they put hands on me and start to chant.

It’s too late.

I try to inhale, but there’s no air. Just blood. I drown in it.

Between one blink and the next, I’m alive … and then I’m dead.
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Kate

My men are still trying to save me.

I know, because I can see them.

I can see my body.

I can see blood puddling on the floor next to my severed arm. Puddling, but not spurting. Not anymore. My heart has stopped beating, so there’s nothing there to pump out more of it onto the cozy hardwood planks.

The fire is still crackling. It still smells like stew.

And me … I’m … I take a step forward, and my body pulses, making me queasy. I feel anxious, like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, just starting to fall. Can’t ever catch myself. Can’t get it over with either. Stuck with my stomach in my throat.

I try to tell my husbands that it’s too late, that I’m already gone, but no words will come out. I move my lips, but there’s no sound. I wave my arms around, but they don’t look at me.

I know they can see ghosts, but maybe they just haven’t seen me yet? I turn toward the mirror on the wall, but there’s nobody looking back. Nothing there. I am not here.

My mind—or my soul or whatever makes me myself apart from my body—is shattering. I can hardly comprehend what’s happening.

Me, Kate with the orange-and-black hair and extensive overalls collection, lying dead on the floor in a witch’s cottage lost in another world.

“Fuuuuuuuuck!” Marlowe screams, falling back on his ass and yanking at his hat brim with wide, crazy eyes threaded in red veins. Everything on his hat dies, brown leaves and ruined petals drifting to the floor and landing in pools of shiny red.

Tanner is sewing my arm back on with sinew-like thread, blood covering his arms up to the elbows. It’s all over his chest, too. All over all three of them.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck. Kate. My Kate. My sweet Kate.” Marlowe’s voice again, words low and cracking. Tears track a silent path down his dirty face.

Brooks stumbles and actually falls, knees hitting the bloodied ground, spattering red everywhere. He’s breathing hard, but he doesn’t look defeated. He looks calculating. His mind is already spinning, trying to fix everything.

He’s the leader. This is his fault. This is his responsibility.

He knows that I died for him. He might think it was because of him—or any or all of them—but I can’t let them think that. I move forward again, coming into the center of their space, waving my arms and trying to get them to notice me.

All I really want to do is lie down and go to sleep, but I know that I can’t or shouldn’t do that. Probably both. It’s still dangerous here, even after dying.

The Hag Wytch can eat my soul.

I could end up trapped along with everyone else that she’s consumed.

“Come on, I know you guys can see me!” I’m trying to shout that, but the words won’t come out. My mouth only makes the shape of them.

Tanner’s hands are shaking, but he doesn’t stop what he’s doing until my arm is sewn back on. I wonder if he reconnected the arteries and veins, too, or if that’s even something he can do. With magic? Because he’s a butcher by trade, and butchers who take things apart often know how to put them back together again.

He sets the needle aside and rests his hands in his lap, eyes dark and expression as foreign and savage as it was the first night we met. Knowing that he covered all that inner darkness up with a smile for me is worth something. It’s worth a lot.

“This is my fault,” Marlowe murmurs hysterically. He stands up and then he upends the table. He throws a chair against the wall. Another. He turns around, panting as he glares at the other men. “I brought her into this. I killed her.”

He starts to sign, and the other two are signing back.

They’re all looking at each other, expressions of disbelief fading into something else.

Determination? But the grief isn’t gone. That’s what terrifies me the most. They think they have a solution to this, but whatever that solution is, it’s not ideal either.

I try to signal them again, watching as they get up and tear the cottage apart, leaving bloody handprints all over the place. On doorjambs. On boxes. On the counter. On the handles of knives.

The men prepare a spell in perfect silence, and that’s when I get it.

Whatever it is that they’re doing, they don’t want me to know.

They can see me; they’re choosing not to talk to me.

I move over to the counter where the chalkboard lies abandoned, and do my best to pick up the stick of white chalk.

Either it’s not possible, or it’s something that’ll take a lot of practice.

Didn’t Mrs. Madsen say her ghost could move things? I can do this. I can make this chalk write, so the men can’t pretend like they don’t see or hear me. They’d have to acknowledge that, right?

Loneliness crashes into me, a curl of ice water and foam that slams me into the rough rocks of the shore. I’m in the same room as my coven, but I’m nowhere near them either. My spirit knows it. I can feel this vast distance growing between us.

Sure, I’m still here technically. They might be able to see me. But I can’t talk to them. They can’t hear me. They can’t touch me, and I can’t touch them.

I’m already telling myself that no matter what happens, at least we’re here together. They could … bury my body outside, and continue to live in the cottage. They could teach me to sign, and we could talk that way. It’s not a perfect life together, certainly not the life I wanted, but … it’s something.

Don’t think about it, Kate. Don’t think about it.

I can’t let myself start missing what we had. Restaurant dates. Warm nights snuggled together in bed. Sex and cooking and intimacy. Romance. Love. Cumcakes.

If I had a throat, I’d choke. If I had a tongue, I’d scream. If I had a heart, it’d be racing.

I put myself directly in front of the men, waving my arms and hopping up and down. I know that they can see me. I know it. So why?

What are you up to? I wonder, suspicious and disturbed and worried. Did I just give my life for Brooks only to buy myself an even worse fate?

Tanner’s gaze hits mine, and I see the truth before he looks away, tugging the brim of his hat down to cover his eyes. I try Marlowe next, sliding my body right through his. He shivers, but he doesn’t look at me, not even when I peer into his face, nose to nose.

Brooks dumps the remainder of Viv’s stew on the floor, borrows a bit of Lo’s water magic to rinse the cauldron, and sets it back up over the fire. Our fearless leader acts like I’m not there, even as I step inside the brew and he dumps various ingredients over my head.

Dead lizards. Dead spiders. A spool of spiderweb. Mushrooms. The mummified corpse of some coyote-like forest beast. A jar of dirt. Fingernails (whole fingernails). A small rack of antlers. A pair of severed tails and a tongue. A pair of horns attached to a bit of skull. A set of bat wings with no bat body.

Those last few ingredients are clearly meant to represent each of us.

Death. This cauldron holds a lot of death.

The men gather around it, signing to one another before they each take a knife—not the cock athame, but different knives that look like they’re carved of bone—and slit their wrists. They bleed themselves freely, smearing salve half-heartedly over the wounds before returning to their other work.

Tanner brings out a jar full of dead bees. Big ones. Witchwoods bees that are half as big as my fist. He lays them in an oval around my prone body, ignoring me as I walk in a circle around him, trying to get in his way as much as possible. Without meaning to, he moves around me, and I wish I could kick him in the balls.

Why are you fucking ignoring me?! I yell the words in my head, trying to push past the queasy sensation in my not-body. That feeling of falling, like I’m about to tip but just won’t go. Somehow, it feels like staying here is the unnatural part, like I should be leaving for somewhere else.

Because I’m dead.

I’m fucking dead.

Even though I have no legs, I collapse to the floor. Even though I have no heart, it stops beating. Even though I have no lungs, I can’t breathe. I clutch my hands to my ghostly throat, my diaphanous form draped over my own bloodied corpse.

Tanner’s own breath hitches as he adds skulls to the oval of dead bees surrounding me. Dried flowers. Leaves. Candles. It’s like a shrine, a border of bee bodies and flower bodies and beast bodies surrounding my own.

Death.

More death.

The only reason my spirit still lingers here is because we’re in the Witchwoods. If we were on the other side of the gate, I’d have experienced firsthand the answer to the world’s greatest mystery. I’d have seen the other side. I’d know what it truly means to say goodbye to everyone and everything.

Marlowe cools the brew in the cauldron with a frustrated wave of his hand. His lips are pursed, his metal mask hanging loosely around his neck and clanking with his rough, angry movements. There are silent tears etched into his bloodied face, two pink tracks in the smears of red.

Brooks and Marlowe lift the cauldron together, pouring the brew onto my body. It splashes over my still lips, drains down the mounds of my naked breasts, soaks into my hair, puddles on the floor around me. They set the cauldron aside and Brooks lights the thick greasy candles with a snap of his fingers, like he’s tired enough to need the ritual in order to do it at all.

The room is eerily silent as the men surround me.

Brooks squats down and looks into my eyes—or lack thereof.

That queasy feeling inside of me intensifies as I reach out, my fingers passing through his cheek. He closes his eyes for a long moment, and when he opens them, I know that he’s finally going to acknowledge me.

It should make me feel better, but it doesn’t. Before a single word leaves his beautiful mouth, I know that this is going to be bad.

“Kate. North.” Brooks forces a broken-glass smile. It shimmers, but it cuts. It’s sharp, but he’s trying. He wears his confidence like a mantle, a cloak of surety around his strong shoulders that I wish I could swing over my own. Snuggle into it. Warm myself with it. But I’m cold. I’m so cold, and I’m afraid.

Terrified.

I am terrified.

“You said that everything was going to be okay,” I whisper, but the words don’t come out. My lips move and there’s no sound. Brooks watches my mouth before lifting his attention back to my face.

“Yes, I did. And it is. It will be. Listen to me, Kate.” He reaches out, like he’s going to brush his fingers across my cheek, but nothing happens. He passes through me like I’m air, like I’m a figment of his imagination. “We’re going to do a spell, and you won’t like it. I need you to trust us though. I need you to wear your mask, and I need you to run. Climb out through the tunnel downstairs and then sprint as fast as you can until you exit the woods. Do you understand?”

I shake my head emphatically. No. No, I don’t understand. Brooks is acting like … my gaze shifts over to the items on the floor. It was clear from moment one that the men had a spell in mind, and I already knew before Brooks said a word that it was going to be one I didn’t like.

Marlowe chokes out a sound and slides to his knees, hands over his face. He really does have a soft, gentle core. Underneath the assholery. Underneath the prickliness. Underneath the trauma and the trust issues and the hurt. He’s deep and emotional, and I love him. I love them all so goddamn much.

I am not letting these fucking Witchwood men do whatever it is that they’re planning on doing. Because whatever it is, it sounds like I will be here and they won’t.

All choices come with consequences. All actions—bold or weak or somewhere in between—cost us something. And magic can never be cast without a price.

An eyelash. A bite of cumcake. A bit of blood. Sex. Chanting. Dancing.

Sacrifice.

“Don’t you dare,” I mouth, careful to enunciate the words.

Brooks’ expression softens, less like broken glass and more like something tousled and smoothed by the sea. Battered beyond repair, reformed into something new. A sea glass smile.

“Yes, we dare,” he says, and the first hint of a crack appears in his flawless self-assurance. “For you, Kate. Only for you.” Brooks stands up, and I follow after him, climbing to my feet even though I don’t really have feet at all. “My only regret is that we didn’t have enough time together. Everything else … God, Kate. I love you. You’re a ray of sunshine. Here, in the Witchwoods. Back home. Everywhere. Don’t let anyone or anything crush that sweetness in your heart.”

He reaches out like he’s going to chuck my chin, but again, there’s no chin to chuck. All of the eyes on his hat are squeezed shut, crinkling the leather cone. Doesn’t matter. Tears leak from them anyway.

“This sounds like a forever goodbye, Brooks. I won’t accept a forever goodbye from you. I won’t accept a goodbye of any kind.” My lips move soundlessly as I reach for him, grabbing at his arm as he turns away and kneels by my corpse’s head, brushing my hair back. He leans down and kisses my dead lips, just a brush, and then Marlowe is in front of me.

He’s still got fresh tears staining his face, but he doesn’t make a sound. He doesn’t cry aloud. Whatever sorrow he’s feeling, he keeps it tucked away, hidden inside his chest like a bad secret.

“How could you?” he asks me, but not like he’s truly angry, just confused. Hurt. Stunned, really. Marlowe is struggling to accept the sudden shift in our reality. How can a person be there one minute and gone the next? I’m sure his friends asked the same question when he disappeared. His parents. “Jumped in front of Brooks like that. Even worse …” He chokes on the words, reaching out for me, jaw tightening when his hand slips through the wisp of my spirit. “How could we let that happen? How could I … I assaulted you and dragged you into this, Kate. Remember that. Whatever happens to me is the least of what I deserve.”

Marlowe turns away suddenly, taking Brooks’ place by my body and kissing me with a trembling hand pressed to my bloody cheek. I try to call out to him, to gesture for him to look at me, to demand with sweeps of my arms and shakes of my head that I don’t agree to any of this. I don’t consent.

Sacrifice.

Because … if there happened to be a spell to summon the dead, wouldn’t that be the price?

Three lives in exchange for one?

“I love you, Kate. More than seems possible or fair or logical in the time we’ve known each other. Remember that, too.” And then Lo takes up his position in the west, tilts his head back and closes his eyes.

He starts to hum. Brooks starts to hum.

Tanner moves in front of me, and he looks like a man who’s been split in half. His silver eyes are as still as a tarn, deep and dark and endless. No ripples. No fish. Just water tucked away in some obscure mountain wood. Forgotten and empty and cold.

But his lips.

He can’t keep the grief from straining his lips.

“Kitten, listen to me. You’re going to be pissed. You’re not going to want to do what we’re telling you.” He holds out his hands, palms up, pleading with me and trembling like he wishes he could touch me. His skin is dressed liberally in my blood, smears of bright red and scars of dark brown, already dried. The last remnants of my heart turning to dust. “But please, for us. For … me. Don’t throw away our gift. Go home and marry someone else, bake cupcakes, play frisbee with that dog of ours.” He swallows and rubs a hand over his face. Yanks on a wolf ear. “On full moon nights, cast a spell to grow a garden. Feed Ebon some hazelnuts. Get a second cat to chill out that forest beast you call a pet.” Tanner forces his aching mouth into a smile for my benefit. I’m screaming at him, but there’s no sound. He flinches, but that’s the only sign of his discomfort. He won’t acknowledge that I’m in the middle of a supernatural fit.

A decorative skull flies off the wall and smashes to pieces. The candles flicker, and the flames in the fireplace turn black. I shove past Tanner—through Tanner—and pick up the chalk. My ghostly fingers are finally able to pick it up, scraping the white stick across the blackboard in a desperate attempt to get my message across.

I’m not strong enough to pick the board up, turning and gesturing at it as the chalk falls from my hand and turns to white powder on the floor.

“You taught me what love is, kitten. But I can’t look at that note. If I do, I’ll … I just can’t. I love you, baby. I … I’m an idiot, and I wanted you from the very first second I saw you.” Tanner moves away from me, kisses my still, dead lips, and then carefully lifts my metal mask, fitting it over my face.

He, too, joins the circle.

Taner begins to hum as I scream at them, darting in and out of their bodies in a futile effort to stop whatever it is that’s about to happen.

The three of them start to move, to dance, crushing the skulls and the dead bees and the flowers under their boots as they perform the most beautiful and, by far, the most complicated spell I’ve ever seen. Humming, drawing energy from every corner of the room. Their shadows are writhing on the walls, but mine is nowhere to be seen.

It’s just me, a horned ghost stuck in the middle of it all.

I wail, and ceramic bowls shatter. Clay pots break into pieces. I’m wailing like only the dead can and still, it doesn’t matter because my coven dances. My coven cuts into their arms and bleeds. Carves into their chests. Their stomachs. Cuts off hanks of their hair and lets it flutter over my body … which begins to convulse.

If I had a stomach, I would puke.

I’m dragged across the floor against my will, shoved back into the shell of meat that used to be Katelynn Poppy, and forced to experience every ache and pain that pushed me into the grave. My arm burns, my bones are crushed, my internal organs bleed from the fall.

I open my mouth and this time, sound does come out.

I’m screaming, but the sound is trapped inside my mask, an echo that reminds me of church bells in reverse. Unnatural. The inverse of being born. I convulse in agony, writhing and clawing at the floor with long witch nails.

My shadow appears on the ceiling, skittering like something dragged up from the depths of hell.

The men continue to dance. They hum. They chant in the language of Brooks’ long-dead mentor. They bleed all over me. They continue to crush the circle of bees and bones under their boots. The salve on my torn throat burns. It sears my arm. It makes me scream even louder as I’m knit back together against my will.

I don’t want this! I don’t want to live without you! If I could talk, I’d ask them why they thought this was okay, to do something this big against my will. If I’d wanted to live without them, I would’ve let the Hag Wytch kill Brooks.

In order to undo my sacrifice, they’re going to leave me here all alone?

They want me to go home and live in that big house all by myself? Embrace the loneliness knowing what I’ve lost? Taste the magic and then spit it back out?

My back arches, and I suck in a gasping breath. My eyes flick between the three of them as they swirl and stomp and turn. Faster and faster and faster.

Wind moves through the room, knocking things off the walls. Water drips from the ceiling. The fireplace licks up the wall on either side of the hearth and yet catches nothing on fire.

Flowers bloom around me, big colorful blossoms with tangled vines and thorns. They wrap around my body as I thrash, struggling to lift my hands, to tear them off. I succeed, too, regaining control of myself and snapping green vines with my stiff, aching fingers. The scent of pollen perfumes the air, the stink of spilled chlorophyll like blood on the wind.

The three of them are wild things, feral beasts with tattoos that move like monsters over their skin, pupils blown wide and dark. Their hats join in the bacchanalia of magic. The eyes on Brooks’ hat are just as dark as his own, pupils taking over the whites until there’s none left. Tanner’s hat is howling like a wolf, fangs sharp on the brim. And Marlowe’s is covered in the same blossoms that surround me on the floor, only … his are dying while mine are bright and fragrant.

My tongue is thick and heavy in my mouth as I struggle to form more than a soundless scream. I’m going to tell them to stop, and I don’t care if Brooks told me not to talk, to run. I’m not leaving them here. I’m not going fucking anywhere.

The men come to a sudden stop, three massive forms surrounding my prone body on the floor.

They stare down at me with dark, empty expressions, and then they lift the knives in their hands. In near perfect unison, they stab themselves directly in their own hearts.

The bodies of my lovers crumple to the floor in a spill of fresh red blood and the sound of my agonized—but very much alive—scream.
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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 fathers officers.
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A bad bitch and her fuck boys fight the corrupt mayer, the mafia and street gangs. 


KEEP UP WITH ALL THE FUN … AND EARN SOME FREE BOOKS!

[image: ]

JOIN THE C.M. STUNICH NEWSLETTER – Get three free books just for signing up http://eepurl.com/DEsEf

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
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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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