

I accidentally married three witch stalkers.

They’ve escaped perpetual hell, courtesy of yours truly.

They’ve also gone viral with their annoying thirst trap asses in leather.

#theWitchwoodBoys

Fine. The power of magic is worth the price.

Though getting trapped in those woods again is always a possibility.

We’ll have to seal the gate with a little … group participation.

We’ll need to utilize a sex-based resurrection spell.

I can confirm: the Hag Wytch does eat people while they’re still alive and screaming—even if that person is your lover.

I still need help. Will pay in pumpkin bread.

Come Dance with the Witchwood Boys is a reverse harem/why choose romance (meaning one woman with three men). It’s an urban fantasy with a ton of spicy scenes, and a dash of Brothers Grimm fairy tale. Inside, you’ll find invisibility spells, sexy chess games, and inappropriate broom scenes.
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Dedication

this one is dedicated to those brave souls who said things like:

“sexy stuff I normally don’t like is hot when it’s for a spell, why is that?”

and have still shown up for the second volume.

thank you for admitting that you have a dark romance addiction.

I fucking love you for that.
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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

Welcome back, arcane explorer.

As you already know, this story is a dark romance with a dash of gore and a sprinkle of cozy witches in Victorian houses. In this volume, Kate learns to live with three overbearing witch men. She also visits a fantasy realm with them (it gets bloody).

Don’t let their domesticity fool you.

And don’t forget that the bad guy eats more than your body: the Hag Wytch eats your soul.

(don’t worry: the cumcakes—it’s okay if they’re for a spell because … magic—appear in book three)

Stay weird, and I’ll see you next time.

Love, Caitlin (still not the main character, but wishing I could be)

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

Two years ago … (twenty-four days ago in Witchwoods time)

I’m standing over an eviscerated human corpse, lying in a pool of its own blood on the forest floor.

Huh. The Hag Wytch eats her victims or drags them back to her nest. Something else killed this man. Doesn’t mean she won’t show up like a vulture. The Hag loves carrion.

With a sigh that gets caught behind the metal of my mask, I swing my bow over my shoulder and make sure I have an arrow at the ready. Getting killed out here is one thing, but having my ghost gobbled up by an ancient owl monster … ehh.

I step over the body and keep walking, lifting my weapon and firing off a single shot that takes a toad through the neck. My footsteps are silent as I pad over, bending down to pick it up. My mouth twitches as I tie the small body to my belt.

I’m a predator, too, aren’t I? No better than the Wytch herself.

Isn’t survival just a bitch?

I pause, temporarily tugging my mask down and humming for my Westwoods.

Marlowe doesn’t respond which freaks me out, so I hum again, waiting.

But it’s just me and the punctured silence, stretches of emptiness followed by strange cries or moans. The creak of tree boughs overhead, like dry bones tumbling into a dark hole. I close my eyes and listen through the wolf ears on my witch hat, sounds trickling in from far away.

A feminine gasp.

My eyes open.

I start walking, following the odd crinkle of clothing that I hear in the distance. Not Marlowe’s jacket or his leather pants or his boots. A squeak of sneakers. That means somebody’s here, and that somebody could be a North.

Despite the risk, I take off running. My breath huffs behind my mask as I weave through the woods, lucky that I don’t break my ankle.

Chasing.

But since most hunts end in silent stalking, I slow. Stop as I catch sight of them, standing in the azure glow of two discarded lightstones.

Marlowe is staring at a girl, fourteen or fifteen years old. The shadow she throws on the tree behind her has horns, like a bighorn sheep.

North.

She’s a North.

All we need in order to escape this hell is standing right here, and she’s only a teenager.

Survival. Didn’t I say that it was a bitch?

Condemn a … well, a kid really. Or risk dying here. Risk becoming a ghost and being eaten a second time.

I recognize the expression on Lo’s face because I once felt it on my own. Saw it on Brooks.

Would you hold someone else’s head underwater for one last gulp of air?

I pull my iron mask down with an inked finger, letting it swing in front of my face. Ebon flutters down, landing on a branch to watch me from six purple eyes.

Marlowe is as still as death, one hand on the girl’s arm, the other pressing his mask against his face. He’s horrified. It’s written into the shape of his eyes. Carved into his posture. Stamped on the rigidness of his spine.

I lean back against a nearby tree and pluck a Witchwoods apple off a low-hanging branch.

Then I bite into it before it bites back. Even the fruit here tries to kill you. My teeth crack the skin of the apple, killing the mouth on the opposite side. Should gross me out, but if it did, what else would I eat in this hellscape?

Everything here has a face, even if the ghosts that haunt it don’t have eyes.

The girl parts her lips to scream and Marlowe moves his hand from her arm to her mouth. He shakes his head vigorously before stepping back and lifting a single finger over his masked lips.

Shh. I can hear the unspoken sound in the woods all around us, like the cry of a lost spirit. Or something dying. Fat-bodied moths drift past, glowing and spreading glitter through the dark.

I stand up straight, turning to face the pair of them, confident that I’m cloaked completely in shadow. Something scurries past my foot, but I ignore it. If some Witchwoods monstrosity comes at me now, I’m ruining its life.

I will not be eaten on a night like this.

Lo releases the girl and starts digging in the bag at his hip. He pulls out a small chalkboard and a piece of chalk, scribbling out a question. The girl reads it and accepts the board when he hands it to her. She writes something; he reads it.

Forest spirits are dancing on a branch nearby, crying their pain to the wind.

“The girl, the girl. They’ll take her for themselves!”

I ignore them and so does Marlowe. He’s tucking his board into his bag and looking up at the Northwoods girl. His dark eyes are impossible to read, but his shadow is easy. Those wings are spread wide in agitation, and I watch with grim humor as it throws its head back in a howl of silent rage.

Marlowe wants to live, but he isn’t willing to go this far.

His hat blooms with fresh flowers that promptly die, wilting off the cone and the brim and falling in desiccated clumps to the earth below. He’s decided to let her go, hasn’t he?

Not that it matters. I’m in no rush. There’s nobody back home to mourn me. Fucking around was fun, but it’s left me with absolutely nothing. There isn’t a soul on earth who cared that I went missing. I know that.

It’s why I’ve got my own set of rules for our next North. Heh.

I would not have allowed Marlowe to bring this girl into our coven.

I smile, and it’s icy.

I want a wife. This child won’t work.

Lo grabs the girl’s arm and takes off through the woods, guiding her in the direction of escape.

Good.

Just so long as she keeps her mouth shut.

I toss the apple core to the ground—I never eat the side with the mouth—and head after them.

I don’t expect the six-eyed wolf.

It steps in front of me, teeth bared in a snarl.

Well, shit.

Too close to shoot with my bow. I draw the air toward me, depriving the creature of oxygen, but it lunges before that move has any effect at all. Its massive body knocks me to the dirt, teeth buried in my face. I can feel the scrape of enamel on bone. Can taste my own blood.

I reach for the machete, but the wolf’s body is heavy as fuck, as big as a goddamn grizzly bear.

The wind gusts hard, hitting the monster in the side and knocking it off me. We scramble to our feet at the same time, but I’ve got the wind at my back. It’s too late.

I pull my weapon. Quick flick of the blade, and I catch the wolf in the neck.

Blood spatters hot against my cool skin as the beast crashes to the ground in front of me and slides through the dirt to bump up against my toes. A flurry of pine needles and clumps of wet moss hit the legs of my leather pants.

I’m panting hard as I sweep my arm over my face, smearing liquid everywhere. It’s in my eyes. In my throat. I’m choking on it. I hold the machete with my right hand and probe at my wound with two fingers on my left.

Ugh. Goddamn it. There’s skin flapping on my forehead, and my lip is torn up. Can’t feel much of anything with the adrenaline. My gaze turns back to the punctured darkness of the woods. As the wolf dies, its glow diminishes, lending extra shadows to the small clearing.

Marlowe is long gone by now.

Finding him will be a pain in the ass. We can meet back at the cottage.

I hum and wait. This time, he hums back, telling me without words that he’ll be home soon.

Can’t wait to see Brooks’ reaction to this shit, the pair of us letting a perfectly good North go.

I turn and spit on the wolf’s body, lifting the machete and twirling the bloodied tip in a tight circle. Once. Twice. Six times because these woods seem to like the number. My shadow sweeps in, a sharp blotch against the creeping dark behind it. The clawed hands snatch the body up and begin to drag it, split tails swaying.

Off we go.
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I head to the house, using the secret latch to let myself into our hideout beneath the tree. As always, it’s nice and warm in here. Smells like food. Bread, maybe?

Brooks is leaned back in the armchair, his eyes (as well as the ones on his hat) closed.

He flicks six red and two green ones open when he hears me come down the stairs, dragging the dead animal with me. Ebon follows in the air.

“Dinner,” I tease, leaving the body in the middle of the room as Brooks stands up and frowns at me. I’m dripping blood all over the floor, but this is a good amount of meat. He can’t possibly be pissed at me for this. Can’t believe I let myself get injured though.

“What the fuck happened to you?” Brooks asks with a sigh, moving past me to retrieve the wooden medical kit. “And sit down. I’ll have to stitch you up.”

We don’t have any mirrors in here, so I’ll take his word for it.

I steal Brooks’ armchair by the fire, leaning my head back and closing my eyes. He tsks his tongue, using a warm rag to swipe the blood from my skin.

“Getting sloppy out there? I’m disappointed, Tanner.” Brooks is bossy as hell, but he’s also cleaning my wound and readying a curved needle and some thread to stitch it up. Let him bitch at me if it makes him feel better. I crack one eye to look at him.

“You want to start something with me, or do you want to know what I just saw?” I taunt, and both Brooks and I pause as we hear the front door open.

Marlowe comes storming down the steps, sans mask. Did he give it to the girl or something? His brow is pinched, nostrils flared, lips twisted in a scowl. He’s dripping water everywhere, too.

He pauses, boots loud against the wet floor. Glares at us with hatred burning in his eyes. Lo throws his satchel on the ground like it’s filled with trash instead of critical survival gear.

“She got away.” Marlowe’s lie is sour as it curls out of his mouth, and he grits his teeth, tearing his witch hat off as he surges down the hallway like he’s coming apart at the seams. Literally.

There’s water everywhere, like he’s leaking or something.

“The hell did he just say?” Brooks demands as Ebon flaps her wings and caws at him in annoyance. “She?” The largest eye on his hat widens, and his antlered shadow whips around to look at the door to Marlowe’s bedroom. “Did he see a person tonight?”

So greedy. Brooks sounds so greedy. If he’d found the girl, he’d have dragged her back here and tied her up. Waited her out until she spoke, tried to convince her with threats. It’d leave us with a fully platonic coven, but he’d pay that price for escape.

“Don’t go after him. I’ll tell ya.” I gesture at my face and Brooks’ tongue edges across his bottom lip. That’s him coming undone. Now that he knows we might’ve had a full coven and lost a once-in-a-blue-moon opportunity, he’s going to be ruined for a couple of weeks.

“Well?” he demands. And there’s that domineering shit that drives me so crazy, but works so well in high-stress situations. Brooks is annoying, but if he died, it’d be hard for me to keep Marlowe alive without him.

He pinches my torn skin together, and I squeeze my hands to keep from flinching. Unflex them. Relax. The needle dives in and out, bright spots of pain along lines of white-hot agony. Yeah it hurts. If we had a North, the salve would heal me all on its own.

“Marlowe found a girl in the woods just now. A North.”

Brooks goes still, the eyes on his hat blinking. The fire crackles, a welcome respite in our little corner of this dark world. The iron tang of blood mixes with the smell of warm yeast.

“A girl?” Brooks’ voice is like a tight snare, ready to trip and kill.

He steps back after applying minty paste along the wound, leaving me with a rapidly healing face. I’ll be right as rain by tomorrow morning.

I don’t respond yet, standing up and giving Brooks some space on the excuse of picking up Marlowe’s satchel from the floor. I slide the blackboard out so that I can read the message written on it.

What year is it? That’s in one set of handwriting—Marlowe. And then: 2022. That was the girl.

Ah.

I turn my head suddenly at the sound of water rushing out from beneath Marlowe’s bedroom door. The wood swells outward and cracks, like the entire house might flood at any minute. With a sigh, Brooks storms over and raps his knuckles on the outside of it.

“If you flood our home, I will kill you,” he growls out, waiting for the pressure on the door to subside. Brooks looks down at his feet in a puddle of cool water and then up at me. “What happened tonight, Tanner?”

I spin the board so that he can see it and then tap my bloodied finger against the year.

“Marlowe let a teenage girl go tonight. She was fifteen, tops.” I pause. “Helped her escape might be a better way to phrase it.”

Brooks closes his eyes (all of them), inhales, exhales. Opens his eyes. The big one in the center of his hat’s cone blinks at me. I flatten the wolf ears on my own hat, trying to block out the sound of Marlowe screaming. He’s doing it underwater, so I’m not sure that even Brooks can hear it.

“And me? What can I say? I’m a provider, South.” I grin as I set the chalkboard aside, hefting the body of the monster wolf up so that I can drag it to the meat hook in the corner of the room. Butchering is better done outside, but Brooks is a smart man. He installed a drain in the floor before I ever showed up.

“I see,” is what Brooks tells me, turning and disappearing down the curving staircase to his bedroom. His antlered shadow is bent over like it’s in pain, stumbling after him until it, too, disappears. I hear his door slam.

Then it’s just me, my bird, and my shadow.

Lonely.

Everything about this place is lonely which is why I will give up something of myself to get what I want.

A wife. A partner. Whoever it is, I’ll give her everything.

I’ll try harder at that than I ever tried at anything else.

Love.
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Kate

Bloody hearts fill a cast-iron pot on my kitchen countertop.

“What are these for again?” I ask, avoiding Marlowe Waverley’s dark-eyed stare. It’s hard to look at him. Something happened between us in the backyard this morning that’s much more intense than a simple sex ritual in the woods. Than your basic, run-of-the-mill hate-fuck. Than an understandable case of mistaken identity in the bedroom.

Romance.

We had a romantic moment.

“We’re both terrified of being left.” I cannot believe I just said that. To Marlowe. My attacker. The reason I got dragged into this mess in the first place. The grumpy gargoyle. The total ass.

“Protection spell,” Brooks answers, putting a hand on the top of my head. More casual touching. And I like it. He has a big, warm bossy palm. “We’re burying them in the yard.”

“We’re burying deer hearts in my yard. Okay then. Are we fucking on top of the burial spots?” My voice hitches strangely at the end there. It’s supposed to be a joke, but it comes out like an invitation. My gaze shifts from the stack of dripping heart muscles to Brooks’ poison-green eyes.

Gram would be concerned by this point, I think. Her good cast-iron is filled with a sacrificial offering.

“Fucking?” Brooks purrs the word like he didn’t turn me down in the foyer of our employer’s house. Look at that stupid, smug face—that confident face. Shadow antlers stretch across the ceiling above his bloodred hair. My fingers itch to reach up and brush back that streak of black in his bangs.

We’re not there yet.

“Yes, fucking. I’d like to be informed before my pants are pulled down.” I reach up and push Brooks’ hand off my head as Marlowe snorts, leaning back in a chair at the table with a weary sigh. My cat is hovering on the counter behind him, trying to sniff his black hair. Lo stirs and the light catches it, throwing a pearlescent shine over the surface.

Definitely not the hair of your average human.

Witch.

“You wouldn’t like the type of sex we’d have to have.” Brooks smiles mirthlessly at me, and my entire body goes cold. Then hot. Up in flames. How does he know that, unless he asks? “Protection spells need something violent to happen in order to work. I supplemented the spell with items from the Witchwoods—the last of my supply. This one only requires blood, spit, and cum. The chalice isn’t needed.”

Right. The chalice. Meaning me.

I narrow my eyes, and he narrows the ones on his hat back at me.

“I really don’t like you sometimes, you know that?” I turn to Tanner instead, leaning casually in the doorjamb and studying me with a knowing look. He’s half-lidded and smirky and very, very pretty. Very pretty? Christ, he’s a metaphor. He’s … a force of nature, something wild. A sweet-talker, but feral down to his bones.

“We had to learn to cast this spell with an incomplete coven.” Tanner grins at me, a flash of white teeth in a bloodstained face. Red dripping from the tips of his gold-and-black hair and hitting the floor near my feet. A drop of crimson lands on my leg, sliding down and over the yellow banana slug tattoo on my ankle. That’s how close he’s standing to me. “The Hag Wytch will need to dig up and eat all four hearts before she can approach the house. Buys enough time for alternative plans.”

“So … I bury a heart in the north and then you guys jerk off over the hole? That’s dark.” I’m not sure why I keep bringing up sex and masturbation after this morning’s fiasco. How did I not recognize that Tanner and Marlowe had switched places behind me?

Avoiding Lo’s stare isn’t too difficult. He seems to be as embarrassed about breaking my hand as I am about confusing their dicks. Tanner’s blue-gray gaze is a different story. He’s staring me down like he wants something from me. Not sure what that is, but I at least try to put up some resistance.

We’re locked in silent conquest, but I give in because I just watched him shoot four deer in the woods in less than two hours with a bow and arrow. Without using magic. Without magic.

I look down at our feet. His bloody boots. My bare toes.

“Oh, what’s this all about? Like you’re shy.” Tanner stands up straight, swiping his hands down the front of his pants like he’s trying to clean his palms off. A fruitless exercise.

He’s covered in blood, from gutting the deer in our backyard.

I’m sure none of the neighbors will notice or film that.

We’re so screwed.

“I’m not shy. You’re just a very efficient killer. Maybe I didn’t feel like challenging you while you’re still dripping?” My eyes stray to the red boot prints on the floor before lifting back to Tanner’s face.

Not only did he get us four hearts for this protection spell against the Hag Wytch, he also processed all of the venison, stored the meat in the old shed using both his magic and Marlowe’s to keep it cold, and prepared the hides for tanning.

All of that.

“I’m not the only one that’s dripping, eh Kate?” he asks, raising his fancy brow (the one with the scar through it) at me before exiting the kitchen in favor of a shower.

I hope he takes a nice long one. He deserves it. We all do.

After working eight hard hours painting the Pink Lady, the men and I hunted deer in the woods behind my house and prepped for this spell. I don’t even know what time it is now, well past dark that’s for sure.

This morning, I saw the Hag’s reflection in my knife. I heard her wings.

We found a single feather on the back lawn. But even Tanner—who knows birds as well as he knows deer—said that she wasn’t around. She isn’t physically here just yet, and somehow we’re still being hunted. Taunted by the ghost of the Hag Wytch.

It’s as if she’s coming for us, specifically.

Because we’re a full coven? Because we escaped the Witchwoods? I turn to Brooks as he hefts one of the bloodied hearts in his hand, letting spatters of crimson hit the butcher-block countertop. Might stain it. Again, Gram would not stand for that. Somehow, I don’t think Brooks will either.

“Did the Hag hunt you this purposefully in the woods?” I ask, dreading his response.

“No.” It’s Marlowe, rather than Brooks, that answers.

Lo’s standing right behind me like he teleported there. I tense and wait for him to drop a rude quip on me, some vicious thrust to my heart that we both play off as a joke.

He surprises me—in a good way.

“She tracked us. Memorized our routines.” Marlowe shrugs. “But she didn’t spend all her time chasing us around. I’m still shocked that she left her nest during the day when we were at the Pit.” I glance back at him, and his mouth twitches, dark eyes squinting suspiciously down at me. “Maybe it’s you that she can’t resist, Kate. You taste extra good or something?”

My skin tingles as he reaches past me, hefts a heart into his hand and heads outside.

“Grab one and let’s get this done.” Brooks turns, the eyes of his hat straining to keep looking at me as he walks away. I reach a hand up to touch the brim of my own hat, wondering when or if I’ll get one with some special feature.

“Come on, kitten. Let’s get this done.” Tanner reappears in a fresh shirt, face pinkish at the edges from where he scrubbed the blood off. He adjusts his hat, one wolf ear swiveling to listen for sounds from outside, the other turning in my direction.

“You don’t want to shower first?” I ask, giving him the side-eye. We need to head into the front yard to bury the southernmost heart. A blood-soaked mountain man is not something that needs to be caught on camera. The foreboding spell seems to be working on my house, but what about drones? What about my neighbors? Seems like they can still access their own homes despite the spell.

Trending Witchwood Boys equals trouble for everyone. There are life-and-death consequences that come with this popularity. We don’t need anyone else accessing the Witch’s Tree while the gate is wide open. Stupid thirst trap witch men.

“No point until I’m done digging holes and playing with hearts.” Tanner picks up one of the two remaining organs and winks at me. “Although I was always good at that, playing with hearts.”

I roll my eyes.

“How deep?” I ask, and then immediately regret the question when he offers me a naughty smile in response. “The hole, I mean.” Shit. “How far down do I have to dig for the protection spell?”

There. No innuendo in that.

Tanner’s wolf ears flatten against the brim of his hat, charms swaying on the cone as he cocks his head to one side.

“Six feet deep, baby. Grab a shovel and let’s go.” He pauses near the back door, snagging one of the shovels that he dug out of the shed-turned-meat-locker. It’s rusty, something that I haven’t touched since my grandma died. It’s nice to see the guys bringing all her old things to life. “Unless …” His focus slides up my body in a way that makes me squirm. “You want to try out your magic?”
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Using earth magic to clear a six-foot hole is enough to drain the life out of me. In goes the deer heart. On top goes the dirt. The dudes are forced to bury their south, east, and west hearts with shovels.

Back inside. Hands on cocks. Three eruptions into that same cast-iron pot. Poor Grandma Annie is probably rolling in her grave at this point.

I keep my eyes averted until they’re finished. It’s just … well, it’s weird with all three men right now. Marlowe adds some water. Tanner adds some herbs. Brooks boils it. We each add a few drops of our own blood and finish it off with spit (because, you know, witchcraft loves bodily fluids).

We haul the pot out together and pour the strange brew over each burial plot.

Protection spell against the Hag Wytch complete.

I collapse in bed after, and the next thing I know, Brooks is pulling the curtains open and it’s time for work again. What even happened to yesterday?

Running my own business. Hunting. Spellcasting.

No wonder I was exhausted. Am. Am exhausted.

I get dressed and yawn my way downstairs to French toast and coffee, trying not to like having Brooks around to do these sorts of things for me. He’s kind of an awesome twenty-six-year-old boomer. Heh.

“Good morning.” I’m all smiles as I take my seat, Marlowe on my right. Tanner on my left. Brooks sits at the table across from me. “Are we marked safe from Hag Wytch sightings this morning?” I’m peering into my spoon, turning it this way and that way.

“Oh, no. She’s fucking everywhere.” Brooks pours syrup over his French toast as I squint into the silverware, searching for an ancient person-eating forest god. “I saw her in the bedroom window when I first got up. In the bathroom mirror. Just now, in the glass behind you.”

I stand up and whirl around, black and orange braid flying. It smacks me in the chest as I stare at the glass, but there’s nothing there. Then I look down at my spoon and there she is, looking back.

Big baby blue eyes. Long dark lashes. Blunt teeth behind human lips. Beak nose. Brown feathers with black, gold, and white runes. She hisses at me, but there’s no sound, just two tongues flapping in her double mouths. I’m not sure which one is creepier, the thin bird-like tongue or the fat, pink human one.

My skin crawls, like it’s covered in the maggots from the Hag Wytch’s pit of corpses.

“Relax, kitten. We’ve got the protection spell. She won’t be able to sneak up on us here.” Tanner sounds optimistic. That’s a good thing, right? If the men aren’t panicking, then there’s no reason for me to panic. They know more about this stuff than I do.

I turn around, grabbing the back of my chair and noticing that Marlowe’s hat is covered in daffodils. My eyes drop to his, and we get stuck on each other. He was in the process of buttering his French toast, but his hand is now frozen on the knife. A square of butter slides off and plops onto his lap only to be promptly stolen away by the cat.

He looks down like he’s confused, and I do my best to hold back a chuckle as I take a seat.

Yesterday was so busy that Marlowe and I … Well, he said he was going to take care of me. If I think about it, he was almost completely insult free (almost). He brought cold bottled water up the scaffolding for me and all that.

Nothing else happened between us.

Nothing sexual. Nothing romantic. Nothing deep.

We’re skirting around each other a little it seems.

“If the Hag Wytch comes through the Witch’s Tree, what do you think she’ll do? Eat the world? Put everyone to sleep?” Marlowe scoffs as he collects another pat of butter on his knife, pausing to stare into the silver. Pretty sure he sees the Hag in his cutlery, too.

“I have no idea.” Brooks sounds lofty enough, despite the fact that he’s admitting to not knowing something. That’s rare for him. He yawns, and the eyes on his hat close in time with the ones on his face. I’m not sure he slept much last night. I woke up to use the bathroom and caught sight of him on the living room couch, poring over a grimoire that he brought from the woods. “But we’re not going to let that happen. We’ll never know, and that’s okay.”

We’ll never know, and that’s okay.

I had that same thought about the men yesterday.

If we hadn’t made vows to one another, if we weren’t a part of a coven, what would happen? I don’t know. They don’t know. It’s starting to matter less and less with each passing day.

I surreptitiously observe my cryptic companions and their breakfast habits. Brooks with a stack of naked French toast and a cup of black coffee. Marlowe smearing butter over everything before mixing strawberry and blackberry jam together for his own three-slice stack.

And Tanner … drenching his food in maple syrup and then licking his fingers clean with his eyes on mine. His smile is as slow and viscous as that syrup, almost too sweet. He grabs his fork, but if the Hag is looking back at him, you’d never know it. He wolfs down his food with a half-smile on his lips, his face clean-shaven and smooth, a rare treat.

Is it weird that I like the way he eats? Mouth closed. Jaw working. Strong tendons in his neck. An appreciation for the food in front of him, like he knows what it means to starve. My pulse flutters. I can’t believe I confused his dick and Marlowe’s.

Total and complete humiliation.

“Want to work venison into whatever new spells you’re writing? That, or we’re going to have to eat all of that meat. We eat—or spell with—what we kill.” Tanner slips a small leather bag from his jeans pocket, opening it and pulling out a bit of yesterday’s deer meat to feed Flick. “Good boy.”

Ebon chirps, hopping across the top of the fridge. Tanner flips her a piece of meat, too. My cat, Stix, is too preoccupied with her stolen butter pat.

“I’ll do my best.” Brooks turns to me as I take a bite of my breakfast and cross my ankles, squeezing them together in an effort not to squeal. This food is good. Imagine if Brooks really did move in here permanently. Live with me permanently. Cook for me permanently.

I can handle his bossiness if he keeps making food like this. Is he staring at me?

“What?” I stop eating to look up, catching a rare smile on the face of our Southwoods.

North, South, East, and West.

A full coven.

Marlowe and Tanner both pause to look at Brooks, like they’re as curious as I am as to why he’s smiling like that.

“The other night, I came across a spell I thought you’d like.” He reaches into his pocket and draws out a small cloth sack, reaching across the table to set it in front of my plate. “I borrowed some dried tea leaves from your cabinet. A bit of cannabis from the kitchen drawer. Some mushrooms from the woods out back. Enjoy.”

“What is this?” I pick up the bag with a thoughtful frown on my face. My eyes lift to his. Brooks is easier to deal with right now than either Marlowe or Tanner. There’s a lot to unpack with the other two.

“I’ll fuck you when I’m good and ready.”

Ugh. He said that, didn’t he? Never mind.

I maintain my original position: I hate all three of them.

“A spell to animate the paintbrushes and the rollers. I shouldn’t have wasted the energy on it.” Brooks sighs and picks up his coffee, sipping it as he stares across the table at me.

I very carefully take the bag and set it in my lap. Is this a peace offering? When did he make this? Why did he make this? I should tell him that we can’t use this spell unless we also use a spell to hide the whole mess from prying eyes.

The Witchwood Boys are already trending. Magic paintbrushes won’t help our case.

“Thank you.” That’s what I say instead, leaving the bag in my lap and picking up my fork. This time, I ignore the Hag’s face in the silver tines.

Brooks pauses with his coffee mug halfway to his lips, like he’s as confused as I am. Funny that, considering he’s the one that gave me the gift. What were his intentions?

“You’re welcome.” Just that. Nothing else.

Tanner and Marlowe exchange a rare look—that is, one free from animosity.

Oh yeah. Tanner. Marlowe. Brooks. They’re all equally problematic. Equally complicated.

They’re all equally coven.

Hah. I was going to let them stay for a night or two? It’s been a week since I met them, five days of that spent here.

I finish my food quickly, take a sip of my coffee, and then look over at Brooks again.

“Done. When you’re good and ready, let’s go. I don’t want to be late for work.” I let a teasing smile take over my lips, unsure if Brooks will pick up on the joke.

He stops mid-sip of his coffee, all six red eyes on his hat blinking curiously at me.

“I’ll get our dog,” Tanner says, standing up and whistling for Flick. Not that he needs to. That mangy mutt is glued to his side like the unloyal orange and white ball of fluff that he is.

“I’ll get our truck started.” Marlowe practically lunges out of his chair to get away from me, disappearing into the foyer and then cursing loudly when he realizes that the truck keys are no longer on the hook.

I dig into my pocket and hold them up with two fingers, swinging them in Brooks’ direction. He just shakes his head and rewards me with this gruff, sexy laugh that I swear I’ve never heard before.

“Like I said.” Brooks sets his mug down and stands up, putting both palms on the tabletop as he leans down toward me. His green eyes sparkle in challenge. “Such a brat. Come on, North. You’re right: we can’t be late. Nobody wants to hire a bunch of lazy do-nothings who can’t be bothered to show up on time.”

“Sure thing, old man.” I stand up and move to scoot past him, only to find long fingers wrapped around my wrist. Oh. There’s fire and intent in that touch, just like there was in the foyer at Robin Madsen’s house. With his free hand, Brooks plucks the truck keys away from me, taking advantage of me while I’m still stunned by the heat of his touch.

Sparks and embers. That’s what he smells like.

“I’m good and ready to drive this morning. How about that?” He turns away from me before I can figure out something clever to say.

I’m kicking them out after this Hag Wytch shit is done with.

Not true.

They’re my coven, and I owe it to myself to try.
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Kate

“Everything okay, North?”

I close my eyes and breathe deep, opening them to find Brooks watching me from the picnic table in the backyard of the Pink Lady. He’s mixing powder for a spell that he believes will hide the enchanted paintbrushes and rollers from prying eyes.

I suppose I’m curious to see if it’ll work.

In the meantime, I’m getting my ass up on that scaffolding and tackling the gingerbread trim. I won’t entrust anyone else with a task as delicate as this.

“Just tired. Stressed out.” I turn away from Brooks to study the pink and white Victorian house that we’ve been contracted to paint. It’s looking good, magic or no magic. All three of these guys are hard workers; they’re definitely earning their keep on the jobsite.

And in the bedroom? Maybe. Not Brooks, but the other two.

“Don’t be. Let me worry about the Hag Wytch.” Brooks yanks a bit of red hair from his head and adds it to the mortar and pestle on the table in front of him. “Compared to life in the Witchwoods, this is easy work. And, soon enough, even the painting will take care of itself.”

But that’s not why I feel tired and stressed. Not the house. Not the Hag.

Mrs. Madsen is studying us from the safety of the back deck, the ghost hovering in the window behind her. It’s our lunch break so we can do whatever we want—besides the fact that this is freelance work—but her stare is impossible to ignore.

“She’s definitely filming us,” I murmur, wondering how many cameras she’s got hidden around here. “Filming this conversation.” We do not need to get any bigger on the internet than we already are. The situation with the cops at the community forest is only getting worse, not better.

My name is now the third most searched term on the internet, preceded by the names Brooks McDowell and Marlowe Waverley. Tanner Skye comes in fourth. People are getting mighty curious.

I lean back against the fence as Tanner opens a bottle of water and holds it out to Marlowe.

“Make it cold for me?” he asks, and Marlowe gives him a nasty look. “You did it for Kate yesterday. What? Am I any less your coven than she is?” Tanner finds this hilarious, lips pulled back in a massive grin.

Nobody is this happy all the time. What’s your deal, Mr. Skye? I have a feeling that Tanner’s only showing me what he thinks I want to see. How do I get him to open up? I’ll never truly know him if I only see the happy. I want the good, bad, and the hideously ugly, too.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if your element were less useless than it is?” Marlowe smiles tightly back at him, unamused.

“I could suck the oxygen out of your lungs, asphyxiate you where you stand. How useless would it be then?” Tanner retorts, handing the now-cold water out to me. I smile as I take it, tipping it back and drinking half in one go.

When I move to hand it over to the men so we can share, Marlowe flicks a finger and water condenses on the inside of the plastic. It dribbles down the sides until the bottle is full again.

“Guys, we’re being filmed,” I remind them, even though I’m enjoying the magic, too. “This is a big deal. Catastrophic. I know it’s hard to grasp since social media wasn’t a thing in your time periods.” I pause and give Marlowe a look. “Well, except for Myspace.”

“Yes, Kate. I had Myspace. Have you looked my old profile up?” Marlowe watches me with his arms crossed over his sweat-soaked shirt, a baseball cap on his head that he stole from me. It has the Humboldt Crabs baseball logo on the front and it’s too small for him.

We could use some new caps. Maybe if we had a nice selection of alternative hat choices, we wouldn’t have to wear the witch ones everywhere? That’d help the social media frenzy die down a bit.

“I have,” I admit, and I don’t tell him how I got teary-eyed reading all the messages of hope and love that people posted for him. Even now, twenty years later, he has friends and family showing up to his candlelight vigil.

Marlowe Waverley was loved.

But Tanner? Poor Tanner. I know that he … wasn’t. Which is probably why his name is number four on the popular search terms. Oh, East.

He notices me noticing him, running his tongue across his upper teeth, lip curled up on one side in a flirtatious snarl. Intentional. Every single thing he does is calculated. Sexy, but calculated. Adorable, but calculated.

He’s not as nice as he first appears, I’m sure of it. My squishy heart wants to show him what it means to be loved, but he has to earn it. He needs to want Kate for Kate, not just for woman-mine-wife-pussy. You know?

“Bring me a roller,” Brooks commands, and Tanner moves away to do it, like maybe he’s trying to flee the scene under the guise of being helpful.

Brooks looks up at me, holding out his hand to indicate that I should sit. I move over to the table and take a seat across from him. You were loved, too, weren’t you? It’s just been so long since you went missing that all the people who loved you are dead.

I can’t decide which of their three predicaments is the saddest.

Me, being lonely with a deceased grandma who loved me and three friends who care is nowhere near to making that list.

Speaking of … Georgia is texting me repeatedly, warning me that if I don’t answer her incoming phone call, that she’s asking for a welfare check. Fine. She wins.

“Hey,” I say cheerily. It’s only been a few days, right? Have I ignored that many text messages?

“Two people have disappeared in the Witchwoods this week, Kate.” Georgia is angry, and probably confused, what with the holes in her memory. “Tacy and Fernanda have been talking about going there nonstop, and even Nathan called me to ask if I knew the truth. The whole world knows that those men you’ve got with you are the missing Witchwood boys. What the hell is happening over there?”

I just sit there, watching as Tanner places a roller on the table in front of Brooks. He sprinkles some of the powder across it and then holds out both hands. Tanner stands at the head of the table and takes both my left hand and Brooks’ right into his.

Marlowe crawls up to sit on the tabletop, taking Brooks’ hand and then holding his out for mine. I hesitate to take it, and he notices. His mouth purses, but he doesn’t make any snarky remarks. That’s appreciated.

I lift up a single finger for them to give me a minute, like it’s not the weirdness with Marlowe keeping me from taking his hand. No, no, it’s the phone call with my best friend. I need to hold the phone, right?

“Breakfast on Saturday, Georgia. I’ll tell you then, okay? Just … let’s get to Saturday. I’ve got this big job at the Pink Lady, and I don’t want to mess it up.”

She sighs at me, and I can imagine her twirling her finger around in the air. Georgia loves movies from the eighties, and fantasizes about winding a brightly colored, curly cord around her finger while she talks on the phone.

“Fine, but if you don’t show, I am calling the police.”

And I’m sure the police will soon be calling me. I was the last person to go missing in those woods, and I came back. Detective Gilley disappeared on a mission to speak with me. I’m in possession of three missing persons. You think Brooks could whip up a jailbreak spell for me? I might need it.

I placate Georgia with several more promises before I hang up and set the phone aside.

“If we don’t do something soon, the internet is going to swarm those woods,” I explain as Marlowe finally takes my hand in his. He doesn’t grab me as hard as he might’ve before. Good. Did breaking my hand teach him a thing or two about being nice?

“I’ll figure out a way to seal that gate,” Brooks assures me as he closes his eyes and then starts to hum. Tanner and Marlowe join in. With a mumbled curse under my breath, I squeeze their hands in mine and do the same.

I pretend like I can’t feel Mrs. Madsen watching us.
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“We were praying,” I repeat to her for the fifth time. “Over our lunch.”

It’s a silly lie, but it’s plausible. Before we cast the spell, the guys and I popped into Fresh Freeze for greasy bags of drive-in diner food and lobbed them onto the picnic table. Technically, we were holding hands around our lunch, too.

“It’s quite curious that all three missing Witchwoods men have sons the same age,” Robin Madsen adds, trying to fish for information while I desperately try to keep her near the front of the house. We have magical paintbrushes and rollers going in the back, and it’s incredible.

A little bit of humming, some more spit (why though?), and the spell was active. It’s doing a lovely job, too. Not one smudge. Perfect edging. No paint splatters or drips. Brooks promises that his â€˜spell of disinterest’ will keep people from noticing them, but why tempt fate?

“Look, Kate, I’m sorry if this comes across in an inappropriate way, but …” Mrs. Madsen swallows, like she’s nervous about something. I’m sitting on the front porch with her, dragged into a conversation over lemonade as a necessity. I’m not going to let the spell paint the whole house for me; that’s not the point. I enjoy my work. I enjoy the process. “I was hoping it was all true, you and the men coming back from some magical place. I … I think there’s a ghost in my house, and I’m terrified.”

I look over at her sharply, noticing the ghost in the window again, watching from char-edged eye sockets. In the reflection above her, I can see the eyes of the Hag, soulful and human. When I meet those eyes, I can hear the echoes of her victims’ cries in my head.

“Is this what death looks like?” a voice whispers inside my skull.

“A ghost?” I ask, as if I didn’t hear Robin the first time. Tanner comes around the house to give me a thumbs-up, indicating that all of the work on the back is done. I gape at him. I see now that this project is going to take much less time than I originally thought.

Mrs. Madsen interprets my expression as something else, but she does glance his way and blink like she can’t quite believe her eyes.

She shakes her head and mutters something like, “this is Tanner Junior, Robin.”

“Yes, a ghost. It … I feel like it’s hunting me, Kate. I’m afraid to sleep at night. I’ve been staying in a hotel, if I’m being honest.” She looks at me like I can help her.

I quickly steer the conversation in a new direction, and then hurry away from her when I get the chance.

“How do we exorcise a ghost?” I ask Marlowe, startling him. He was standing on the sidewalk looking in the direction of the bay. Or maybe he was looking at the Adorni Center, a city-owned rec building that’s across the street. That’s where I had my high school proms. Him, too. Twenty years apart and we share a lot of similar memories.

Would he have been at those proms with Miriam like I was with Nathan?

Slowly, almost like he’s coming out of a fog, Marlowe turns to face me. Were his eyelashes always that long, that dark? I take a small step back, jam my hands into the pockets of my overalls, and wait for a response.

When one doesn’t come, I quirk a brow at him.

“Sorry, what?” he asks me, studying my face with those impressively dark eyes of his. “A ghost?” He glances over at the house, just as pink as it was when we started, but with much more flattering shades, trim choices, and accents. It looks like a glorious birthday cake against the blotted gray Humboldt County sky.

“Are you okay?” I ask, tilting my head to the side and trying not to think about our embarrassing morning yesterday. Something weird and special happened in my backyard. It’s a lot of emotion to deal with all at once.

Marlowe wets his lips, digs his hands into his own pockets. He stares down at the ground, working his jaw as he tries to wrangle whatever wild thoughts are going through his head.

“Kate, I—” He starts talking only to stop abruptly, mouth flattening into a mean line.

Tanner’s hand clamps down on my shoulder, and I shiver all over, catching his exaggerated wink out of the corner of my eye. There’s a sharp glint in his blue gaze, an ice pick of jealousy that he tries to hide beneath a joke.

“I just want you to know that it’s me behind you this time,” he teases as Brooks joins us. My cheeks flush, recalling my horrible mixup yet again. Marlowe did wrong by breaking my hand, so that kind of makes us even. Tanner is a different story altogether. “You want to exorcise a ghost, huh? That’s a tricky spell, North.”

“Bone dust, grave dirt, corpse fingernails.” Brooks sighs as he watches a roller skim up the wall with expert precision. “Exorcising a ghost isn’t the easiest thing in the world to do. I don’t think we can manage that spell on top of the one we’re already trying to cast. Fear spell, invisibility spell, some esoteric gate binding. It’s not happening.”

“I’m worried about Mrs. Madsen.” I gesture at the house, and all three men give me the strangest looks. “What? It’s normal to care about other people, you know.” I slide a paintbrush from my pocket and brush my thumb against the bristles, studying them. “Marlowe.” He stares even more intently at me when I say his name.

“If I were your boyfriend.” Oh my God. He said that, didn’t he? Wow.

“Marlowe, what?” he asks, one knee cocked, toe of his boot pressed to the sidewalk. Even without the witch hats, these guys are conspicuous. He looks like an unholy ink blot against the sleepy coastal backdrop. His shadow is weirdly projected on the wall of the Adorni Center, despite the physics being entirely wrong for such a thing.

“You said you wanted to exorcise the ghost, too.” I look over at Tanner. He was standing right there on the porch when Marlowe brought it up. He smiles at me, but there’s an edge to it that reminds me I’ve only just met him. Vows or no, I should be careful.

“Marlowe has no idea what goes into a spell like that; we’re not exorcising this ghost.” Brooks tucks his thumbs in the waistband of his jeans and glances up at the mansion. The ghost is staring at us from the upstairs window, and I shiver under its cool observation. “At least not yet. It’s more practical for us to close the gate and then deal with the escapees. What’d be the point now? We exorcise it and the ghost comes right back? You two have a lot to learn.” He takes off across the grass and then pauses to glance over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s head home and I’ll make dinner.”

Brooks snaps his fingers, and the roller stops painting, floating down until he can clutch it in one big hand.

“Once we close the gate, we can work on this, eh kitten?” Tanner cocks his fancy brow at me and then hesitates, like he doesn’t want to leave me alone with Marlowe. I watch him inhale, nice and deep. Exhale. He smiles and then he, too, turns and follows after Brooks to start cleaning up.

I knew it. Tanner, talk to me, goddamn it.

But he’s gone, and I’ll have to wait for a better opportunity.

It’s just me and Marlowe again, and it gets very awkward, very quickly.

“Are you okay?” I repeat, because he didn’t answer me before, and I feel like I need to know.

“Do we have a lawn mower?” is what he asks me instead. No angry scowl. No bitchy quips. Just a completely innocuous and totally random question. I furrow my brow as he swipes a hand over the lower half of his face, staring off at the bay again.

“Yes, I have a lawn mower,” I respond, wondering if the emphasis on the word â€˜I’ might get his attention.

It does.

He turns then, facing off against me with those terrifying eyes of his. That perfect mouth. Marlowe is made up of contrasts—sharp glare, soft mouth, hard body, silky hair. He looks ridiculously unattainable and completely standoffish.

“We have a lawn mower. Good to know.”

“You promised to be nice to me,” I remind him, lifting up my hand. It still hurts, by the way. Not a lot, but enough that I can recall the memories from yesterday whenever I flex it. Marlowe stares at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“No,” he says with a wild, little laugh. “I said I would take care of you. Completely different thing. I would never promise to be nice, not to anyone.”

“According to everyone that knew you before you went missing, you were nice.”

He laughs at me again, and it’s not just slightly feral, it’s completely unhinged.

“Right. I was nice. Before Tanner and Brooks. Before the woods.” Marlowe steps forward suddenly, and bumps into me. My back hits the side of the house, his palm slamming into the pink siding behind me. Marlowe’s lips descend on mine, capturing me and somehow forcing me to my tiptoes even though our mouths are the only point of contact.

He kisses me like I mean something, like I matter. I like that.

“Are you my boyfriend?”

“Better than that. I’m your coven.”

He draws back so that he can look at me, studying my face with a curious expression on his own.

“You were born right before I went missing,” he remarks, like he’s just realized how strange that is. I don’t correct him and tell him that I was born two years before he went missing. Close enough. “If I hadn’t gotten trapped in the Witchwoods, we never would’ve … I’d have been far too old for you.”

Marlowe draws away from me and turns, heading up the grassy incline behind the house. He pauses once to look back at me, raising a brow like he’s asking if I’m coming.

He never specifies whether he thinks it’s a good thing or a bad one, us being the same age against all the odds in the universe. Even the march of time couldn’t stop this meeting.

Our relationship is like a dark fairy tale, something from the Brothers Grimm. Way too disturbed to be a Disney version.

“A couple decades of age gap,” I tease as I move up to stand beside him. “You never know.”

A ghostly smile flits over his lips, but then his attention lifts to the stained-glass window on the second story of the house. The actual, real-life ghost is right there, fingers pressed to the glass. She opens her mouth to flash sharp teeth and lets out a howl that shakes the entire house.

“Ghosts are bad omens, signs of trouble,” Marlowe repeats, just like he did the other day. As if to confirm his point, a bucket of paint topples over into the grass and Brooks curses furiously. “Huh.”

Marlowe snatches my hand in his and drags me after him.

There’s something like butterflies in my stomach which makes zero sense.

He’s a monster.

I have to keep that in mind.

They are all monsters.

They are all witches.
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Kate

Brooks takes over my kitchen, reorganizing my pantry and fridge in such an efficient and intelligent way that I can’t even complain. Tanner takes care of Flick, feeding him, brushing out his knots, and then playing frisbee with him in the backyard until the dog is too tired to stand. Coincidentally, Flick is happiest when he’s been worked to the point of collapse.

That’s a herding dog mix for you.

It seems to me that Brooks is just being Brooks (aka a homemaker/alpha-hole), but I still swear that Tanner is making himself scarce on purpose. Marlowe is … also being himself which, apparently, means being weird and confusing. He’s a hot, volatile mixture of good looks and stubbornness.

“Should I organize the garage so that we can park our truck in it?” Marlowe asks as I stand beside him in the foyer, peering through the garage entry door at the mass of boxes and junk I’ve accumulated since my grandma passed. She would never have allowed me to keep it looking like this. I almost feel ashamed by the mess.

Yep. First, junk in the garage. Then, cum in the cast-iron. It’s too much.

“My truck,” I correct, pointing at myself. “You guys have been in my life for a week. This is still my house, and you’re living here on my empathy and good graces.”

“Our truck. Our garage. Our lawn that needs to be fucking mowed.” Marlowe takes off down the wood steps and starts opening boxes, frowning at what he sees. “How many goddamn Christmas decorations do we have?”

There it is again: we.

I follow him, crossing my arms and trying to get his attention. He kissed me. I don’t think about that. He punched me. I flex the fingers on my injured hand. He fucked me, and I didn’t know. My skin blazes with heat, but I don’t acknowledge it. He assaulted me.

Long exhale.

Does it make it easier to cope with knowing why he did it? Not really. I should probably follow up on my previous resolution to stab him. Instead, I’m having a domestic disagreement with the bastard.

“I came into this relationship with a paid-off and furnished home, a truck, a business, and a small nest egg of savings. What did you bring with you?”

Marlowe smirks, wearing his witch hat—there’s something more to that than fashion, I suspect—and pulling out a plastic Santa before rolling his eyes. He shuts the box, lifts it up, and moves it to a spare spot against the far wall.

“A big dick,” he tells me, not bothering to correct the term relationship. That’s what we’re in, isn’t it? I’m … I think I’m officially dating these guys. And living with them. And having sex with them. How did that happen?! Against my will, surely.

“A big dick,” I repeat, my eyebrow twitching as I watch Marlowe move all my Christmas boxes into a neat tower against the wall. Carefully, efficiently, and quickly. Why is he so good at doing boring house chores? “Well, I brought a wet pussy into the relationship, so your argument is null and void.”

“Don’t be selfish.” He slaps his hands together, creating a cloud of dust. With a path to the button on the wall cleared away, he taps the red plastic square and the garage door opens. I lost the remote long ago, so … you know … there’s that. “You got three cocks for the price of one, and don’t even act like you don’t like it.” He squints at the late evening sunshine and then turns to narrow his eyes even further on me. “It’s weird that you keep pretending you don’t.”

I narrow my eyes right back at him.

“What did I tell you? I’ll keep pretending so long as you do.”

He marches right up to me, a move that I didn’t expect.

“I’ve stopped pretending. Can’t you tell?” He doesn’t wait for a response, digging his fingers into my hair and leaning down to kiss me again. A zing ricochets from my lips to my toes and back, until my head is swimming. My fingers curl into Marlowe’s sweaty shirt, the one he worked in all day today, and I cling there as his tongue obliterates my brain. The brim of his witch hat is folded between our foreheads, trinkets and charms clinking and swaying.

He releases my mouth, flicks his eyes from mine to my swollen lips, and then turns away and starts working on the garage again. He sighs when he finds the lawn mower buried behind a stack of plastic totes, each one packed with random holiday decor.

“A push reel mower?” he says, and then sighs again. I’m still standing there, kiss-struck and confused. He keeps kissing me, but then he acts like there’s nothing else going on. His hat has a tiny green frog on the brim and way too many pink roses. The fragrance is intoxicating.

“If you’re nervous about seeing Miriam, we can talk about it.” I take a few steps closer, but Lo ignores me, squatting down and brushing old, dead grass from the blades of the red mower. It’s one of those old-fashioned ones, not electric or gas, just elbow grease and pain for power.

“I’m not nervous about Miriam.”

But Marlowe doesn’t look at me, standing back up and grabbing the mower by the handle. He drags it after him and across the driveway, over to the front lawn. I follow slowly behind him as he pauses to fiddle with it again, trying to dislodge a month of disuse and years of poor upkeep on my part.

Lo swipes an arm across his forehead and nearly knocks his hat off.

For some unknown reason, he decides to take his shirt off.

Oh.

We really needed that spell of foreboding. I can’t have this filmed on top of everything else.

Marlowe is a monster, yes, but he’s also the sort of pretty that makes people not care. I press my tongue against the inside of my cheek, staring at him. He’s gripped the mower and is on his way to murdering the grass, shafts of stray sunlight breaking through the clouds.

It’s a very pretty picture but weird as hell, too, with the witch hat. The roses growing out of it. The random frog. The intentional scar on his chest, the one with antlers, horns, wings, and double tails. Those inked arms though. He has big arms but not huge. He’s also a fuckhead, and he owes me.

We might be in a coven, but if he doesn’t give me what I need, I will stop sleeping with him. We can be a platonic coven at that point.

“Can you stop for a minute?” I ask when he passes by. He stops and frowns down at me before folding his arms on the mower’s handlebars. His hat brim droops low over one eye, and the obsidian slash of the other gives him the look of a ghost with char-edged pits for eyes.

“What?” Marlowe drawls, like we weren’t having a pretty important conversation. He knows exactly what he’s doing, what he looks like.

I shiver but hold my ground.

He might be a beautiful monster, but I need more than that.

“Don’t lie to me.” I stand at the edge of the grass, trying to handle the intensity of that stare. This is love spell Marlowe. That’s what he looks like to me. Holy shit. “You don’t get to lie to me, Marlowe, not after how we met.” I swallow as he stands up straight, one hand on the mower, the other pushing his hat away from his eyes. “You violated me, in so many ways. You even admit that you would’ve taken it further, would’ve …”

I can’t even imagine what might’ve happened if I hadn’t told him to stop. He would’ve kept going? Would’ve finished? Inside of me? What if I’d come back from the Witchwoods and had a baby with a man I’d never spoken a single word to?

It’s a horrifying thought.

He opens his mouth, closes it. Shuts his eyes. Leans his forearms on the handles of the mower again, face tilted toward the overgrown lawn. Nobody walks by on the sidewalk. Nobody drives past. Our spell is still working, which is a relief.

“I’m not that sort of man,” he says, like he’s talking to himself as much as he is to me.

“You are that sort of man because you did those actions.” I step toward him, and his eyes open, his head lifting to look at me. “You took me against my will, dragged me into the Witchwoods with no guarantee of escape. So, Marlowe, I’m going to ask you again: are you nervous about this meeting with Miriam?”

“I don’t think we should even go,” he says, the words bursting out of him like he never intended to say that. Once he has, the truth seems to empower him. He throws the mower down on the lawn and walks toward me, crossing his arms as we face off against each other in the front yard. “There’s no point, nothing to gain from this. I just want to start over.”

“I don’t think you understand. I need you to go do this.” I can hear the front door open, and then Flick is sprinting down the steps to join us. Brooks and Tanner wait on the porch, like they came out just to hear this conversation. Or hell, maybe dinner is ready or something?

“You need me to go visit my ex-girlfriend?” Marlowe asks, like that’s the most ridiculous thing he’s ever heard in his life.

“Yes.” I swallow my feelings, dropping my hand down so that my fingers brush against Flick’s ears. “I need you to visit her because you haven’t accepted it. You told me just yesterday that it feels like you’re having an affair when we have sex. Go see her. Finish it for real. Close this chapter.”

“I don’t want to go,” he growls back at me, teeth clenched.

“You’re going,” Brooks commands from the porch, but all that does is piss Marlowe off even more.

“There’s nothing to gain from this. It’s a waste of time.” Marlowe puts his hands on my upper arms, and I shiver. I like the touch, and I can see in his face that he’s surprised he even did that, touched me so casually.

“It’s not a waste of time. I need you to do this. I need you to be emotionally available, and you’re just … not.” There. I said it. I’m not having him live in my house and say things like our garage and our lawn mower and why do WE have so many Christmas decorations if he’s still holding Miriam somewhere in his heart.

“I’m not going,” Marlowe grinds out as Tanner laughs, like he can see where this whole thing is headed before it even gets there.

“Yes,” I tell him, looking into those dark eyes of his. “You are.”

“What’d I say?” Lo asks, all smarmy and smirky and overconfident. “Tie me up and drag me there if you can.”

Brooks and Tanner come down the steps, like maybe they might tie him up and drag him for me.

But they don’t have to.

I’ve got this.

“You broke my hand,” I whisper, lifting up on my tiptoes and putting my mouth near his ear. “You violated me in the woods, and you promised to take care of me. You’re going.”

“Like hell I am,” he says, and then Friday afternoon rolls around, and there we are, standing on Miriam Waverley’s front porch.
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Marlowe is angry, but beautiful. He’s cleaned himself up and slipped into one of the outfits he picked up at the vintage clothing place. Tight, dark jeans, boots without bones hanging off of them, and a purple t-shirt that complements the strange color of his hair. Shimmery on top, black underneath.

I like him better in the witch hat, too small t-shirt, and women’s sweatpants. Also, he has a cigarette in his mouth, but hasn’t lit it. I haven’t seen him touch a cigarette yet, but on the way over here, he insisted.

“Do you need a minute?” I ask as we stand at the end of a small curved walkway leading up to the porch of a very 1970s style house. It isn’t a trendy mid-century modern comeback, but something that’s been here long before the internet ever existed.

Brooks wasn’t around when this house was built. The thought pings hard against my brain, and I look over to see him standing next to me. He’s too big and too creepy and wearing an unbuttoned red flannel shirt, sleeves pushed to the elbows. White muscle tank underneath. I think there’s a look here that he’s trying at and failing to achieve.

Instead of a slick 1950s greaser, he comes across as someone mean and in-charge and way outside of societal norms. All three of them are like that, like they don’t fit in anymore and probably never will again.

I sort of love that, too. It makes me want to be more like them, crazy as that sounds. As I look over at Marlowe, I feel like I understand him a little better. Would I kill the world for the people I love? Maybe.

“No,” Marlowe replies belatedly, looking like he might pass out. He gestures at the cigarette and gives Brooks a seriously, what the fuck? sort of look. “Well, are you gonna light it or not?”

“You haven’t smoked in eight months. Why start now?” Brooks asks, folding his arms and refusing to budge. Marlowe snaps his fingers a bunch of times, trying to start a fire, but then his eyes shift over to Tanner and beyond, to the woman standing in the window.

Miriam moves away from the glass before I catch a full glimpse of her, but it’s enough.

The cigarette tumbles from Marlowe’s lips and hits the sidewalk. Tanner is the one who bends down and picks it up for him, tucking it into his own mouth. He’s able to replicate Brooks’ power with only three snaps of his fingers, summoning a little flame.

“Miriam might see that,” I warn him, and he grins at me around the smoke. “And didn’t you just hear Brooks’ advice?” I grab Marlowe by his massive bicep and try to drag his tattoo-clad ass up the front walk. “Don’t smoke that, Tanner. It’s an extra monthly expense that we can cut out.”

“We, you say?” he repeats, and he immediately removes the cigarette, snapping his fingers a few more times until the entire thing has gone up in smoke and disappeared. Tanner waves his hand and a breeze picks up, dispersing the tobacco smell until it’s gone entirely. My hair rustles in that summoned breeze—so does my skirt. All three guys take note of my panties. “Whatever you want, it’s yours.”

I need to have a conversation with Tanner, just like I did with Lo. He can’t possibly know what I want if I don’t say it. He’s giving me what he thinks I want, not what I actually want.

For now, I ignore that statement and put Marlowe on the faded mat that reads Friends, Welcome, & Wine. It’s so … average and plain and everyday that it highlights how insane this situation really is. Twenty years after being forcefully separated from her, a woman’s first love shows up out of the blue—and he hasn’t aged a day. That sounds … like a Netflix series.

Miriam opens the door slowly, standing there in a pair of loose linen pants, a sleeveless silk top, and no shoes. Holding a bottle of red wine and not a glass. Her eyes are bloodshot, and her expression is wary when she finally forces it from me … to Marlowe.

Miriam and Marlowe stare at each other.

My stomach writhes with imaginary tentacles of jealousy. They’re slick and greasy and gross. I want them to go away, but I feel them anyway. I’m extremely jealous of Miriam Waverley, but I refuse to show it or let it affect my behavior.

“Miriam, hi. I’m Katelynn.” I make myself smile at her as the ex-lovers study one another with wary expressions. There’s a tentative acceptance in Miriam’s face, like maybe I wasn’t lying to her over the phone. Marlowe, on the other hand, is mad. At her. I see it carved into the hardness of his mouth and the endless black of his eyes, and wonder if I really should be jealous at all. “This is … Marlowe Junior.”

The other two men are standing just behind us in the grass. One of these three around at any given time is hard enough to explain, but all three of them? And all four of us are wearing matching ink on our hands, arms, and chests? This is why we can’t stop going viral.

“And … these are my cousins.” I gesture at Tanner (who grins) and Brooks (who frowns), but it’s clear that what I’ve just said is a lie. Miriam looks at me again, but then she’s right back at Marlowe and coming to pieces.

“Sorry, right. I’m so … sorry. Yes, yes, I’m Miriam Waverley.” She holds out her hand, and I shake it. When she offers it to Marlowe, he just stares at her. Miriam is still a very pretty woman, and the age gap of twenty years between them suddenly doesn’t seem like an obstacle at all. Nor does her being married.

She knows it’s him. Not his son. But him.

I can see that strange truth in her teary eyes.

“Marlowe,” she says, choking on the word and dropping her hand. “And Katelynn, come in. Can you ask your cousins to wait outside?”

“We’re not going to do that,” Brooks assures us all, and I give him a look. The only concession he would make is this: the hats could be left in the truck. But privacy for a delicate conversation? Hell no.

“Just follow me,” Marlowe gripes, moving into the house like he’s been there a million times before. According to what Miriam told me on the phone—that this is her husband’s parents’ old house—I’m guessing that Marlowe used to come here a lot.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” Brooks tells Miriam as he slips past her in the foyer and Tanner follows. He doesn’t say anything, but he gives me a look as he passes that might be some form of I am so fucking sorry you have to go through this. Then he’s gone, and Marlowe is shutting the back door on the both of them.

There are windows from one end of the wall to the other, so it’s not like they’re really outside at all. A compromise, I guess.

Miriam puts the blinds down on the windows beside the table, but leaves the rest up. TouchÃ©. She sets the wine bottle down, and I notice that there are three glasses laid out already.

“Sorry, I was just about to … uncork this …” She trails off, staring at Marlowe again and then shaking her head suddenly.

The room is silent except for the sound of her pouring the wine, and Marlowe and I pulling out stools to sit on.

An oversized photo hangs to my right, taking up the entire wall of the dining nook. It’s printed on metal, and it’s extra shiny. There’s a young Miriam with her arms around the shoulders of two guys—one of those guys is Marlowe. The other must be … Dennis? There’s a dog, too, a golden retriever.

I stare at the Marlowe in the picture and then turn to the Marlowe in front of me.

He isn’t looking at Miriam; he’s looking at me. There’s something really significant in that. I turn back toward the photo, but I can tell that he doesn’t move his gaze at all.

“There’ve been a lot of … videos floating around lately.” Miriam draws my attention back to her, and I pick up my wineglass. I’m not usually a big wine drinker, but this seems like the right situation to indulge. “Videos about Brooks McDowell, Tanner Skye.” She looks toward her back porch and the two men sitting in double-stacked plastic chairs. Bet just one chair couldn’t hold them. “And … Marlowe Waverley.”

They both turn to stare at each other, and I realize then that we’re not going to play any games here.

She knows.

Miriam doesn’t need convincing.

“Have you already forgotten that I was there, Lo?” she asks him, and her voice is somehow desperate and patient all at once. I feel invisible there as she presses her palms into the tabletop, like she’s having trouble keeping it together. “I saw you disappear into the Witch’s Tree, and twenty years later, here you are.” She turns to me then, and I realize I’m not invisible at all. I’m part of the proof she needed to see. “With another missing Witchwoods victim. Kate, I was searching the woods for you every single day that you were missing.”

I feel so guilty at that, and tip the rest of my wine into my mouth to try and wash the thought away. Marlowe passes his glass over to me, and looks Miriam dead in the face.

“I have no idea what you mean by that,” he replies, which only makes her eyes water further. She takes a sip of wine, too. Then she empties it like I did, and I smile. “Are you trying to claim that I’m your missing ex? What a crazy bitch.”

“You were never my ex, Lo,” she explains with a gentle smile. The tears roll down her cheeks as I clutch the stem of Marlowe’s wineglass. I can’t even begin to imagine how he’s going to react to that.

He leans back in his chair, big and dark and sprawling. He’s a blight on her cute kitchen with its hippie chic art, oversized potted ferns, and sofa. Yes, there’s a sofa more or less in the kitchen. It’s a very cozy, homey sort of place. It feels worn, and lived-in, and pleasant.

Marlowe doesn’t fit in here.

“I don’t have to sit here and pretend to be my own son?” Marlowe asks, voice rising an octave, spiraling, a dash of insanity in his words. “After abandoning me in the Witchwoods, you’re going to smile at me and welcome me home now?”

Uh-oh.

“I didn’t know what to do, Lo. I called the cops. I called our friends. I posted online. You had thousands of people looking for you.” Miriam’s voice is gentle but strong, her chin lifted. She feels bad about what happened, but she still believes that she made the right choice.

“I wanted a woman by my side who’d follow me into hell without a second thought.” Lo meant what he said. He also told me that I was nothing like Miriam, but he delivered the words as if they were meant to be a compliment.

I’m not like Miriam. He’s right. It’s not a maybe I’d burn the world down for my loved-ones—it’s a definite yes. I would’ve followed him into the Witch’s Tree, if I’d been in Miriam’s place.

“I organized search parties for years,” Miriam whispers, breathing those words into the tense silence.

“Which was all a waste because you knew exactly where I was and how to get there. My point is, you left me in that hell, married my best friend, and moved on without me.” Marlowe points to another photo on the wall, of a young man that resembles Miriam with his pale coloring and blue eyes. “That’s … not my son, is it?” he asks, and his voice is weird.

I look from him to the photo and realize two things simultaneously. One, Marlowe and this guy are the same age. Two, Marlowe really could be this guy’s biological father.

My jealousy tentacles are trying to wrap around my throat, but I ignore them, shifting on my seat to get more comfortable and taking another sip of wine.

“No,” Miriam says with a slight shake of her head. She hesitates slightly, and then rushes to fill the space. “We thought he could be, so Dennis had a paternity test done. If you want the truth, we were hoping he’d be yours, so we’d have some part of you around. Lo, we’ve both missed you so much. We lived very different lives because you were gone.”

Marlowe doesn’t move.

His hands are in his lap and he’s looking down at the table, a muscle in his jaw ticking. He’s furious, but desperately trying to keep himself together. I reach out a hand and place it on his arm, startling us both.

He wets his lips as he studies me, banking his poison and his vitriol. He only unleashes it after looking at Miriam again. The laugh that creeps from that man’s throat, my God, it is all Witchwoods.

“Adorable, Miriam, really. Thank you so much for thinking of me. How long did you two wait before you jumped in the sack together? A day? An hour?” Marlowe tilts his head back, his shadow slithering across the wall behind him.

He has a point. If Miriam was remotely unsure as to her son’s parentage then she must’ve slept with Dennis almost immediately after Lo disappeared—or beforehand.

Miriam tucks her blond hair behind one ear, sipping her wine, eyes downcast.

“I was hurting, Lo. Dennis was there for me. We—”

“No. Shut the fuck up.” Marlowe waves his hand dismissively and Miriam’s blue eyes skitter up to his face like she’s surprised. He was nice, remember? Not anymore. “Where’s your husband? I’m going to beat his cheating ass. I’d beat yours, too, but my parents raised me better than that.”

Seriously? Did he just say that?

Not for the first time, I wonder if Marlowe thought shoving his fingers in me was a nicer way to get me to talk than beating the crap out of me. I’m not making excuses for him, but his words are telling.

Miriam is cold and self-righteous, but she’s classy, too. She barely reacts to Marlowe’s threats.

“Nothing happened between us until after you left,” she promises, as if that matters now. “Dennis is going to need time to get used to this, Lo. He’s logical to a fault. He’ll think you’re trying to scam him, and he’ll … well, you know how he is.” She smiles fondly, but her hand reaches out like she wants to touch Marlowe.

Fortunately for her, she realizes that move is a mistake before she makes it.

“What about my parents? Or my sisters?” Marlowe asks in a voice of twisted shadows, and Miriam hesitates. This woman changed her name to match his. Dedicated her life to missing persons because of him. Named her child after him. Adopted and raised his dog. She cares about him, and he hates her.

Is it fair? I don’t know. Miriam could be a North. She could’ve saved him. She also could’ve been a south or an east or a west, and be damned right alongside him. But at least they’d have been together in hell.

“I don’t think you should see them yet,” Miriam answers, swirling her wine. “We’ll have better luck if we can convince Dennis that you are who you say you are. Once we do that, he can help with Dale and Val. They’ve had people come forward before, claiming to be you. It’s awful and heart-wrenching every time, even when it’s obviously fake.” Miriam looks at me, as if wondering what my relationship with this man is. “Are you giving him a place to stay?” she asks, and I realize that’s a practical concern.

“We live together,” I reply, and Marlowe flicks his attention back to me again. He bites his lip hard, and I shiver, trying to focus on Miriam instead. I feel so hot and squirmy under his gaze that I almost say fuck it all, snatch his hand, and drag him into the trees outside.

Miriam’s face shifts, like maybe she misunderstood me.

“That’s a relief,” she says, placing her palms down on the table and exhaling. She looks right at Marlowe, like maybe she isn’t as done with him as it first seems. She still loves him. I feel a little queasy. Why, though? It should be a good thing for me, if he wants to get back together with Miriam.

Marlowe, the rude, domineering jerk, would be somebody else’s problem.

And yet …

“You know what?” Miriam declares, sitting up straight and shifting on her stool. “I’m going to talk to Dennis. We … there’s a rental house in the back.” She gestures toward the closed blinds on the window behind her, referencing something we can’t see. I glance over to find Tanner sprawled comfortably in his chair, eyes closed, lips in a lazy smirk. Brooks is watching a small, golden owl with four wings flap by, his eyes narrowed.

A Witchwoods owl.

“A rental house?” Marlowe quirks a brow, arms folded, leaning back on his stool so that only two of the wooden legs touch the floor. I realize with a small shock of surprise that it’s not simple balance; he’s levitating the front pair. His eyes are conspiracy-black as he peers down at me, like a pair of dark oracles. It’s frustrating when he turns to Miriam again. “What are you implying? That I should move in here with you and Dennis, be a part of your happy family? You’ve changed a lot since I last saw you—and not for the better.”

“Lo,” Miriam says, face turning red. Maybe she was thinking something like that? Oh God. “I just want to help you get integrated back into … well, everything.” There’s a note of hope in her voice that dies off at the end, like she expected a different reception than the one she’s getting. “I was there that night. I … want to make it up to you by helping you get a fresh start.”

Marlowe sighs and closes his eyes. I sit there and watch him, trying to understand what it might be like to spend eight months in the hell of the Witchwoods, and then come home to … this.

I might … sort of … kind of … feel sorry for Marlowe.

“Fresh start? I already made a fresh start.” He leans forward, and the front legs of the stool slam onto the wood floor underneath. He splays his hands over the tabletop, skin crawling with tattoos penned by the hand of magic. Inked with the blood of those dark woods.

I shiver with excitement while Miriam recoils. The Marlowe at the table and the Marlowe in the photograph on the wall are not the same person. My Marlowe is not her Marlowe, and I think we’re both just now realizing it.

“When you didn’t follow me into the woods, Miriam, I started a new life. So here I am. We have a house together, me and Kate. I mowed the fucking lawn on Wednesday.” He says all of this like a man, but as he’s speaking, he looks like a beast. Canines slightly sharper than they should be, nails longer, tattoos actively moving over his skin. On the wall behind him, Marlowe throws a vicious shadow.

Miriam doesn’t react at all; she can’t see any of it.

“I didn’t realize you two were … together-together,” she says in low, soothing tones. But there’s something else there, too. Shock? Surprise? She definitely didn’t expect their reunion to go this way. I’m sure she’s imagined it a thousand times, him coming back. Finding him. Seeing him again.

But sometimes, the expectation of who someone is supposed to be, and who they actually are, is different. Not everyone fulfills the role that we wish they would. It’s up to you to decide if you want to give them a different role or … let them go.

Marlowe is going to let Miriam go.

I can see it. I can sense it. My heart feels like maybe this is him trying for me, like this is a genuine offer to test a relationship between us and see where it can go.

I decide to accept. Still don’t forgive him, but I accept.

“Technically, it’s my house, but I’m letting Marlowe live there while we … try things out,” I tell Miriam, and her cheeks turn pink. I smile, because I don’t necessarily dislike her. I just think that she still likes him.

“That doesn’t … change anything. My offer still stands, and I still want to help. I can call your parents and work them up to the idea, arrange a gathering.” She swallows and looks down at the table, folding her hands together. “And we’re still going to have the candlelight vigil. It’s next Friday.”

“I’ll contact my own family.” Marlowe stands up, like he’s done here, like he’s ready to leave. It feels like there’s a cannon packed and ready to go off. I’m just not sure which one of them is going to fire first. “And cancel the vigil.”

“Lo, can we … talk in private?” Miriam asks suddenly, head lifting up so that she can meet his eyes. She might think differently if she could see what I see. His face changes, and I see what I witnessed that first night we met.

Reluctant acceptance.

He turns to me with that facial expression, and I wonder … is he asking me if I’m okay with this? Is that what he’s doing now? We stare at one another for too long, and I don’t say anything in protest, so Marlowe stands up. He looks toward the back door as if checking in with Brooks and Tanner, and then he disappears down the hallway with Miriam like he knows exactly where he’s going.

“This is so weird,” I murmur to myself, putting my palms flat on the surface of the table and looking around. There’s that creepy photograph of Marlowe on the wall, the one that looks like him but isn’t him at all. There’s a painting of a naked woman wearing marijuana leaves over her nipples. I see that it’s signed in the corner, like it’s an original piece or something. The glassware is eclectic and brightly colored, the indoor plants well-tended, family photos all over the walls.

A whole lifetime that Marlowe missed out on.

I look at Brooks, his broad back leaned up against the window, eyes scanning the trees in the backyard. Tanner is … possibly sleeping.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

“You have no idea how hard this is for me, do you?” Miriam is yelling at Marlowe, and I can’t help but cringe. My eyes open and flick in the direction of the hallway. Do I leave or … just sit here and eavesdrop? I really want to eavesdrop, if I’m being truthful with myself.

“Hard for you?” He laughs, and the sound is bitter and dark. “I’ve been living in hell for eight months, perfectly aware that life is passing me by but frozen in time because it took every ounce of strength I had just to stay alive.”

“Stay here, Lo.” Miriam is pleading now and somehow that’s worse. But also … beautiful and sad. She’s never gotten over him. She’s waited all this time with a sharp-edged hope cutting ribbons into her soul. It’s like I can hear Miriam bleeding when she talks. “You belong here, with me and Dennis.”

“I’m warning you now: do not fucking touch me.”

There’s a long pause where I hear Marlowe’s heavy boots on the wood floor. Miriam speaks up before he can leave the room. I even hear his hand come to rest on the doorknob, like he wants to run away from this but can’t quite bring himself to.

“Dennis and I went to the Witch’s Tree every night for months. Then, for years, we showed up during every moonless night.” I can hear her footsteps, his boots shuffling as he presumably turns around.

The back door opens, drawing my attention.

Tanner and Brooks stroll in. The former pauses beside me, putting a hand on my shoulder and leaning down to put his lips near my ear.

“I’m pissed as hell that Lo’s crept in on our time together. He’s lucky that I owe him my freedom.”

Oh. Tanner wasn’t sleeping: he was seething. He is upset about the dick mix-up. Upset about something. He turns toward me and, instead of pressing a kiss to my mouth, he sears the side of my neck with a little bite and a flick of his tongue.

“Shit, I should just drag you down the hall and fuck you in their bed.” Tanner chuckles as he pulls away and heads straight into the kitchen, stopping in front of the massive double-wide fridge.

My cheeks are red when I turn to Brooks, standing beside the table and staring down at me.

“We were trying to be courteous, but I have a feeling this is going to take too long if I don’t intervene.” Without touching me, Brooks heads for the front door, and I glance back to see that Tanner has begun to make himself a sandwich. In Miriam’s kitchen. All the while, she’s still arguing with Marlowe.

“Just three days after I gave birth to our son, we went there. Dennis and I stood outside that tree, thought about putting our hands in just to find you. Lo, everything was different because you weren’t here. Things were different than they were supposed to be. I’ve thought about following you every day since then.”

There’s a long pause before I hear Marlowe respond, low and dark and angry.

“Thought about it, but never did it.” Marlowe laughs again, the sound muffled. I’m assuming his hands are over his face. “You or Dennis, you’ve known where I was all this time. If one of you had followed me then …” He makes a pained sound, almost like a groan. “I might’ve been spared that hell. The strange thing is, the Marlowe then was upset, but the Marlowe now is happy you didn’t come. Just don’t think we’ll ever have the relationship we had before. That’s gone forever.”

I can hardly process what I’m hearing, so it’s not much of a surprise that it takes me several seconds to register what Brooks is doing.

He opens the door to a bewildered man on the front porch. Based on the photograph next to me, I’m going to assume that this is Dennis. He doesn’t have the black plugs in his lobes anymore. Isn’t wearing a beanie or ripped jeans. Or way too much eyeliner.

Dennis is dressed in a plain white t-shirt and jeans, his house key in his hand, an expression of shock and horror on his face.

“Welcome home, Mr. Waverley. Your wife is in the room at the end of the hallway.” Brooks moves to one side, holding out a hand and ushering the man into his own home. Dennis is brown-eyed and slack-jawed, caught somewhere between terror and rage.

“Who the hell are you?” he demands, stepping into the house in such a way that I can tell the move was meant to be intimidating. Doesn’t work. Brooks is six-foot-fucking-whatever and towering over the other man like he’s forgotten what it means to be human. Witch. I can hear that word in my bones, like the thrum of an organ I never knew I had. Just a heartbeat that feels familiar when it’s only foreign.

Brooks doesn’t answer. Doesn’t need to.

“Piss off and leave me alone. If I want something from you or Mr. Waverley, I’ll let you know.” Marlowe’s voice, loud and final from down the hall.

Dennis doesn’t move, but his head whips in that direction.

Three heartbeats later, he’s taking off, pausing only briefly to give Tanner an odd look. Tanner stares back at him while taking a bite of his sandwich. Dennis glances my way.

“Hi there. Katelynn.” I point at myself. “Or you can call me Kate if you want.”

Dennis hears voices again, and then he’s running. I chase him down the hall just in time to see him throw open the bedroom door at the end of it.

And there’s Marlowe with his hands on Miriams’ slender shoulders, and her lips pressed against his.


[image: ]

Kate

It’s a kiss that’s not quite a kiss because Marlowe … isn’t kissing back.

His eyes are wide, his fingers tight on Miriam’s pale skin. He shoves her back a step and releases her, holding his palms up to either side in warning.

“I told you not to touch me,” he growls, turning his head slightly and spitting like he’s disgusted. Right there on the floor. Typical witch, eh? He runs his arm across his mouth and sneers at his childhood friends.

When Marlowe’s dark eyes meet Dennis’ brown ones, the energy in the room shifts like a storm.

“Sorry, Kate,” Marlowe murmurs absently, that same simmering anger in his eyes. If he’s angry with Miriam, he’s even angrier with Dennis. But not with me for once. “She surprised me with that. And hello, Dennis.”

Miriam … was kissing him? I don’t know how to react. It’s clear that Lo isn’t interested in kissing her, but what the hell? Marlowe is … He violated me. He forced me into this. He’s … he’s …

The only person allowed to kiss him is me. Aren’t I owed at least that much?

I could slap Miriam. I want to. I do. But I also believe that she ambushed him. Marlowe was with her for years. As far as I know, she was his only girlfriend. He might be a monster, but he’s a loyal one. He felt like a cheater just being with me, even knowing that twenty years had passed and that Miriam had abandoned him.

What a shockingly good quality for such a rude, bitchy, curmudgeonly jerk.

“You …” Dennis doesn’t move, just stands there in the doorway with his arms dangling on either side of him, boneless. He looks like he was just hit by a truck. “You … I don’t … Lo.”

The tension is enough to give me goose bumps.

Dennis is in his forties now, looking more like Marlowe’s dad than his friend. It’s a strange, uncomfortable sight. Proof of dark magic. The terrible price of time. These three were really close. To Marlowe, they were really close eight months ago.

To his friends …

Miriam makes a sound, turning away from the pair of them.

This feels like an incredibly intimate situation that I shouldn’t be a part of. I don’t know these people or their history. But I’m here. I’m … if I’m trying to make Marlowe mine, then I’m stuck in this.

“He doesn’t want to stay here. He doesn’t want anything to do with us.” Miriam whispers this without looking back, and something about her words sends Dennis into a rage. He flies at Marlowe like he wants to kill him.

For whatever reason, Marlowe allows Dennis to grab his shoulders and throw him into the wall. It’s comical, with how massive Lo is now. Dennis wouldn’t stand a chance if Marlowe put up any resistance at all.

I know better than most.

“How dare you?” Dennis whispers, eyes tearing up. “How dare you?” he screams, and Marlowe closes his eyes against his own rage. “You’re trying to fuck around with my family and ruin my life. Get out of my house. Get out.”

It’s a jumbled mess of shit that devolves even further when Brooks and Tanner enter the room. The latter is eating another sandwich.

“She was kissing him,” I whisper, and Brooks sighs like he’s tired. If he had his hat on, the eyes would all squeeze shut, crinkling the black fabric.

“Now who’s dragging the coven around by the dick?” Brooks mumbles, rubbing his forehead. The comment is enough to make me laugh, but I don’t dare. Not here. I slip a hand over my mouth.

“Dennis, stop,” Miriam murmurs, grabbing onto her husband’s arm. That only makes things worse, and then Dennis is yelling in Marlowe’s face again.

“My friend is dead, you hear me? No amount of makeup and bullshit is going to convince me otherwise.”

“You are one dumb, stupid fuck, always have been,” Marlowe hisses, stepping forward and forcing Dennis back a few steps. Lo’s friend adjusts his glasses, his shoulder now pressed to Miriam’s. “You know that it’s me. You fucking know it. The only reason you’re playing this game is because you don’t want to admit that you knowingly and willingly left me there. Were you happy that I disappeared, because you finally got to have Miriam to yourself? You two were so distraught that you decided to bareback bang each other in my memory? Please.”

Dennis is just staring at his friend now, and I can tell that, like with Miriam, he doesn’t need any convincing. Sometimes, you just know a person so well that you’d never mistake them for anyone else. There are no games to be played; these two people know Marlowe inside and out.

“It wasn’t like that, Lo,” Miriam tells him, but Dennis interrupts, shoving his way between her and Marlowe.

“Why are you here? And why now?” Dennis whispers, his own voice crackling with anger. “My entire life revolved around your disappearance. I couldn’t ever be anything but Marlowe Waverley’s friend in Humboldt County. And I could never leave Humboldt County because we had to stay near that stupid tree. My life was ruined when you disappeared.”

Ouch.

There’s a long stretch of awkward silence; the only sounds are harsh breathing and Tanner licking his fingers. I can see his shadow on the wall, long curled tongue wrapping his silhouette’s eerie clawed digits. The sight gives me the chills, but in a good way.

“What a homecoming this is.” Marlowe curls his lip, gathering shadows around him and dousing the sunshine that’s peeking through the sheer curtains. “You’re standing here and chastising me for what happened?”

“Fuck you, Lo!” Dennis is screaming now. “You’re the one that wanted to test the legend out. You have nobody to blame but yourself. Get out of my house. Out! I’m calling the police.” He has his phone in shaking hands when Brooks steps in and snags him by the shoulder, shoving him up against the wall as Miriam gasps in shock.

The phone clatters to the floor as Brooks digs into his pocket and tugs out a charm.

“You’re a grown-ass man, Dennis,” Brooks chastises, uncorking the tiny bottle with his teeth. He spits the cork out, sending it bouncing across the floor. An antlered shadow rises above him in triumph. “But if you want to act like a child, I can treat you like one.”

“Wait.” Marlowe has his hand on Brooks’ arm, stopping him before he can toss the glittery powder in Dennis’ face. Lo is panting, eyes wide with too much white. His shadow has its head thrown back in a silent howl, bat wings stretching across the walls. “Don’t you dare, Brooks. I mean it. This time, I fucking mean it.”

“Too bad that you don’t have a choice.” Brooks jerks his arm from Marlowe’s grasp. It takes some effort, but he’s able to manage it. Doesn’t seem to expect me to hop in between him and Dennis though.

“Don’t, Brooks,” I tell him, as gently as I can. He can be the leader for our coven. Fine. I want him to be the leader for our coven. But this isn’t a coven thing. This is all about Marlowe.

Brooks studies the vial in his hand and then squats down for the cork, putting it back in place as he stands up.

“You have five minutes to finish this,” Brooks says mildly, and then he steps aside to wait. Tanner has positioned himself between Miriam and us for the time being. I can hear her politely inquiring that he move, and I don’t hear anything at all out of him.

When I look back, he’s smiling in a not-so-nice way.

Then I turn and face off against Dennis. He’s staring at me like he has no idea why I’m here. Doesn’t matter. I’m taking control of the situation. Insulting Lo? Kissing Lo? These people are way out of line.

Marlowe’s a monster, but if someone is going to kick his ass, it’ll be me.

And maybe Brooks.

“You should be ashamed of yourself for leaving Lo in the Witchwoods. Are you seriously yelling at him?” I exhale and shake my hands out, trying to treat this like it’s no big deal. “Anyway, we were just stopping by as a courtesy. You aren’t going to scream at him or call the cops or anything else.” I shrug, and then I wait to see what Marlowe will do.

He turns to me, and we stare at each other. I only wish I could read the expression on his face.

Marlowe flicks his eyes back to Dennis.

“Call the cops and tell them what, Den? To do a DNA test and prove it? My God, what the hell happened to you?” Lo scowls at his friend, but they’re both shaking and look to be on the verge of either a fight or a cry-fest. “I’ll do it, if that’ll shut you up. Have my fingerprints taken. My DNA analyzed. But don’t make me do that. You know me, you stupid motherfucker.”

The air fizzles and some of that rage leaves Marlowe in a whoosh. He drags both hands down his face, like he’s trying to wrestle his anger into submission. Our gazes crash together. I’m sorry your friends aren’t the people you thought they were.

It’s disappointing to be let down by someone you love.

“You were kissing,” Dennis whispers, looking over at Miriam like he isn’t sure what that means. “Shit. I don’t … you haven’t aged at all. You’re … different.” Dennis looks his friend over and then shakes his head, putting his fingers up to his temples. “I … people just don’t go missing and reappear twenty years later. Lo, you’re dead. My therapist told me that you’re dead.”

“People disappear if they stick their hand in a magic tree and vanish right before your eyes. Christ, Den. What the actual fuck?” Marlowe is staring at his buddy like he needs him to believe this, like he won’t be able to function if he doesn’t. “You were there!”

“It was a trauma response!” Dennis shouts back, and Brooks sighs, letting his head fall back.

“Five minutes isn’t running out as quickly as my patience,” he murmurs, fingering the stoppered glass vial in his hand. Tanner is leaned up against the doorjamb now, sucking crumbs from his thumb and making inappropriate eye contact with me.

“Trauma response?” Marlowe echoes with a deranged laugh. He rakes his fingers repeatedly through his hair, like he’s this close to beating Dennis up. Can’t say I’d blame him. It’s one thing to disappear and know your friends left you in the Witchwoods. It’s insult to injury for them to deny that it ever happened at all.

“I saw you killed or eaten by a bear or … something. My mind conjured up the idea of the tree because it was easier to stomach.” Dennis slaps a hand over his mouth, glasses sliding down his nose. Miriam is wringing her hands, pacing a quick back-and-forth on the floor of … is this some teenager’s room?

I look around and realize there are bunk beds in here. Posters of pop stars on the walls. An iPad lying next to a stack of textbooks on a desk. Miriam breaks into the conversation, despite Tanner’s very intimidating blockade between her and her ex-boyfriend.

“Dennis, you know what happened to Lo. We both know what happened to Lo. This is a miracle. I’m not going to look a miracle in the face and deny the blessing we’ve been given.”

Dennis stares at his wife like he’s never seen her before, attention shifting to his friend. His much bigger, much meaner, much angrier friend.

“Our whole lives are based around you being gone. Every minute we’ve lived since that day has been tainted with tragedy. How can you just be here, whole and perfect and young? How?”

“So … you do know it’s me then.” Marlowe lets out a soft laugh, rife with hurt. “You just wish I’d never come home. You were hoping I was dead.”

Silence.

And then … “Whatever it is that you are,” Dennis begins, adjusting his glasses as he looks Lo up and down. “You’re not him. Not anymore.”

Marlowe says nothing, glancing over at me, of all people.

I look back at him, staring into those dark eyes of his and finding a thousand emotions tangled up like colored string. Knots of purple anguish and tumbles of yellow fear, strands of pink happiness and flickers of bright red frustration.

“Remember what Brooks said to me: tell them the truth, and if they don’t believe you, that’s their problem and not yours.” My words are almost a whisper—and I can barely stand the idea that I’m quoting Brooks in front of Brooks—but I know Marlowe hears them.

He looks back at Dennis and Miriam.

“You know the whole world is messed up when I start listening to some chick I just met over my best friend.” A pause. “Former best friend. And Miriam, for real? You kissed me? What’d you think was going to happen, that I was going to crawl in bed with you and Dennis after twenty years? Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Marlowe snatches my hand and drags me from the room, pausing only briefly to look at Brooks.

“After everything you and Tanner put me through, I’m not asking a lot. They deserve to remember every horrible second of this conversation. Leave them alone.” He grits his teeth as he drags me past Tanner and into the hallway, down the length of it, and outside.
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I take a deep breath, a recovery breath, like I’m coming up for air after a long dive. But Marlowe isn’t done. He’s angry and hurt and confused. He drags me across the lawn and into the woods that border the edge of the property.

Massive redwood trees loom above us, branches shifting gently in the wind. Reminds me of the Witchwoods. One of the guys—I can’t remember which—told me that when the trees whisper, that’s the first sign that the Hag Wytch is coming. Please not today. Not here. Not now.

Marlowe seems to know where he’s going, so I let him guide me into the trees and over to a gargantuan stump with charred firewood in the middle of it. Looks like this is a pretty common spot for bonfires. Lo releases my hand and begins to pace on the soft blanket of pine needles, his boots muffled by the forest floor.

With one hand to his chest, he pauses in front of me, catching me in an impossibly dark gaze.

“All I ever dreamed of in the Witchwoods was coming home. I was willing to do literally anything to get back.” He bites his lip hard, leaving a visible bite mark. We both know what that means. “Now that I’m here, I realize that there is no such thing as home. Now what? Kate, I’m lost. I’m so fucking lost.”

I swallow and wet my lips, aching for this jerk that I should rightfully hate.

People are so goddamn complicated though. Marlowe did an unforgivable thing to me; he did it because he loved his family and friends so much that he’d rather be a monster than spend the rest of his life missing them. He’s horrible, and he was surviving.

Both things are true.

“I know we didn’t choose each other,” I begin, trying to figure out how to say this without making the situation worse. “But … we have each other now. If you’re lost, then I’m willing to help you find your way back home.”

He blinks at me, like I’ve stunned him with words. My heartbeat is so fast that it’s making me sick. What do I do now? How is he going to react to that?

Marlowe closes the distance between us so fast that my head spins, his hands bracketing my face and his mouth hot and hungry on mine. He doesn’t just taste me with that first flick of his tongue, he consumes me. He eats me whole with his mouth, and I crumble into him, hands latched onto his shirt.

I was so lonely before you guys came into my life. I didn’t realize it, but oh my God, I was looking for home, too. I want to feel like I have a community, a family.

Did not expect to find community and family with three ruthless witchy woodsmen.

But here I am.

I’m gathered up in Marlowe’s arms, dragged to him and crushed against his warm chest and beating heart. He came to this house looking for … something. I’m not sure what, exactly, but it didn’t go quite the way he hoped that it would. Marlowe doesn’t belong here, and he’s looking for someone to belong to.

I become that person.

At that moment, he chooses me.

Marlowe Waverley chooses me.

I decide that I’m going to choose him—and I know that I chose Tanner the other night, too. Just Brooks. Only Brooks is left. But right now, it really is all about Marlowe. I don’t know why. I’m not sure why I like him. I just … do.

Stupid coven ritual. Stupid accidental magic marriage. It’s the Vegas thing, but instead of alcohol and missing memories, it’s blood sacrifice and weird sex. I’m expecting a good grovel from this asshole.

In the best possible way, I forget all about Tanner and Brooks, Miriam and Dennis. It’s me and Marlowe there in those trees, and nothing else.

We’re both glowing when he draws back from me, his shadow spreading demon wings across the trunk of a massive tree. It’s a reflection of the wild woods that wormed their way inside his heart.

I can understand that.

I was only in the Witchwoods for two days, and those tangled briars have a hold on me, green tendrils woven through my rib cage, and dark roses blooming over my heart.

“I’m going to make you my happy accident,” Marlowe says, and I’m not quite sure what that means, but it sounds nice. He takes a step back and goes to his knees in front of me. “I’m going to be your happy accident.”

My lips part in surprise, and only then do I remember where we are.

“What if they come looking for us?” I whisper as Marlowe slides his bare hands up and under my skirt. I almost never wear skirts. I wanted to look nice for Miriam.

“Do you think I give a crap?” Lo asks, and there’s enough force in his words that I believe him. He truly does not care either way if Dennis and Miriam find us like this. As far as Tanner and Brooks, I realize that I wouldn’t mind so much if they saw. Or if they watched. “I’m offering to eat that sweet pussy out. Are you really going to tell me no?”

I lean back against the trunk of a tree, sliding down it so that I’m sitting in front of him. I’m not sure that I can relax enough out here to get off, but … I get on my knees in front of Marlowe. The move seems to surprise him, which I like.

“If I offered to suck your dick, would you tell me no?” I retort, and he blinks back at me like he has no idea who I am … but that he likes what he sees.

“What the fuck, Kate?” he asks, but he slumps back against the edge of the stump that serves as a fire pit. I crawl forward and reach for his pants, undoing the button and dragging the zipper down while I look into his eyes.

“Don’t swallow,” he tells me, grabbing my chin in his fingers. I make a face at him, thinking that he wants his own cum for a spell or something. “Hold it in your mouth for me, Kate. I’ll make it good for you if you do.”

I have no idea what his intentions are, and I like that, too.

“Sure, Lo,” I tell him, and he actually smiles at me. It’s a naughty smile. Nothing good in there, just fleshly delight and dark promises. I like that the most.

I reach for the waistband of his pants, but he beats me to it, lifting his hips and shoving them down to mid-thigh before his bare ass hits the dirt again. He rucks them down a little further, right to the ankles, and then spreads his knees. It’s a shameless, dirty move, and I have to resist the urge to squirm.

I refuse to let him know how much I like it. Marlowe seems to know anyway, tossing out a secretive little smirk before he lifts his right hand up and curls his fingers around the edge of the tree stump.

My cheeks are warm as I tuck some loose orange hair behind an ear, leaning down so that I can take him into my mouth. I brace one palm on the forest floor, the other curving around his hip. My thumb digs into a tight strip of muscle, smoothing over his hip flexor.

Our eyes meet before I drop my focus down to the thick, veiny cock between his legs. Beautiful. I exhale as I study it, the shape of him, the flex of his stomach muscles as he adjusts himself. There are piercings down here, too. Spells, like Tanner said.

“You’re weeping for me, Marlowe,” I whisper, sliding my thumb over his crown and catching pre-ejaculate on my fingertip. When I lift it to my lips to suck it off, he groans and puts a strong hand on the back of my neck, guiding me where he wants me.

My mouth parts, sliding over the tip of his cock. He moans and thrusts his hips up to meet me, his body a work of art as his muscles strain upwards. I’ve got my knees on the crotch of his pants, pinning his ankles to the forest floor.

I’m sucking a witch’s cock in the front yard of his ex-girlfriend’s house.

This is a whole new experience for me.

I lift my ass up in the air, aware that my wet panties are visible to anyone who might stumble on us. Somehow, I don’t imagine that Brooks and Tanner will let Miriam or Dennis find us here.

My lips strain around the width of Marlowe’s cock, and I can’t help but wonder how much of what I’m seeing here is because of the Witchwoods. There’s no way that all three of these men were naturally hung like this. Magic. Magic that makes men taller, stronger, and bigger.

Sucking him with all those piercings is an experience. Hard spots against my tongue that I tease, that bump my teeth. I take one and tug on it, pulling at that sensitive skin and then releasing it. I swallow him up, taste those bits of metal in the back of my throat. Nothing at all like Nathan. Not the piercings. Not the size. Not the sheer, wild excitement coursing through my body.

“Oh fuck, Kate, you got me,” Marlowe breathes, voice ragged as I draw back and his cock slips from my lips with a pop. I lick my mouth clean, and he shudders, fingers tightening on the nape of my neck. “You got me so good. I can’t predict your next move. Ever. Keep surprising me.”

He shoves me down again, and I move my hand quickly from his hip to the base of his shaft. I get there just in time, his dick impaled between my lips, my mouth slamming into my own fist. I squeeze the base of him, letting him set the rhythm. His hand moves me up and down along with the rise and fall of his hips.

Marlowe makes beautiful sounds as he fucks my mouth, our bodies glowing with whatever power it is that we picked up in the Witchwoods. We’re both casting disturbing shadows on the trees, drawing things that shouldn’t exist in this world into our peripheral vision.

A glowing raccoon skitters by and climbs the trunk of a tree. Some strange bird cries out overhead. Can I hear the flapping of big wings? But it’s just Ebon, landing on the edge of the stump to watch us.

I imagine that Tanner’s looking through her eyes, and I perform better because of it.

I want Tanner to see how good I’m sucking Marlowe, and how good I’m going to suck him later. Holy shit, Kate. Holy. Shit.

My teeth turn pointed, two little sharp canines on either side. I surprise Marlowe by drawing back quickly, and then biting him on the thigh. I bite him so hard that he bleeds, and he moans like he’s about to come.

“Fuck.” He shoves my head back down on his dick as I lick and nip and suck, working him into such a frenzy that his hips are churning wildly against my face. “You’re so goddamn good at this. What the hell, Kate? What the hell? What the … Fuck.”

Marlowe comes hot and wild in my mouth, spurting violently against the back of my throat. I swallow some of it down by accident, keeping the rest in my mouth through sheer force of will. He said he’d make it good for me, didn’t he? I want to know what that means.

With a growl, he pulls me off his dick and drags me up to his face. With the taste of him, illicit and warm on my tongue, he kisses me. He’s not shy or unsure or grossed out. He kisses me like he loves it, gathering his own load up on his tongue and pulling it into his own mouth.

When he draws back, lips pursed, his eyes are sparkling.

Marlowe pushes me back, so that I’m on my knees but no longer pinning his pants to the ground. Then he guides me down so that I’m lying prone on the pine needles underneath him. With his huge body cradled between my thighs, he threads the fingers of one hand into my hair, crushes a closed-mouth kiss to my lips, and then trails that hot mouth down my body.

I shiver as he presses his lips to the fabric of my shirt over my belly button, to the wet fabric of my panties. Using two fingers, he tugs them aside, touching his filthy mouth to my swollen pussy. I’m so horny that my hips drive up against his face, my fingers digging into his hair.

I lied. I can get off out here. I want to get off so bad.

Marlowe uses his tongue to push his load inside of me, and my eyes widen as I stare up at the trees above us. Um. This is so dirty. It’s so fucking dirty, and I love it so much. I moan as shamelessly as he did, the sound cutting off in a sharp gasp as he drives two fingers into me, pushing his hot cum even deeper into my pussy.

“You’re so naughty, Katelynn,” he tells me, laughing against my bare cunt. Marlowe slams his fingers deep, knuckles slamming into the outside of me, working his seed in as deep as he can. “Looking at you, I had no idea.”

It hits me then that he’s doing to me now what he did to me in the woods, but it’s completely different this time. I tense up briefly, and I know he can tell. He pauses, lifting his head to look at me.

“Two birds, one stone,” I whisper, voice rough.

Our eyes meet, and then he’s surging up and over me, kissing me so hard that I know we cut each other. We both have those slightly pointed teeth, drawing salty blood into our mouths as he uses his hand to drag me to the edge. Each time his knuckles slam into me, I choke out a pleasured gasp between our lips.

Over and over, a nice steady rhythm. Unhurried. Uncaring about the outside world.

Marlowe moves his lips to my neck, biting me and smearing red across his face and my pale throat. That’s what does it for me, the feel of his witch teeth piercing my skin. I grab onto his shoulders, hips rising to meet the thrust of his hand, and I orgasm for him with a shiver that runs from the crown of my head to my toes.

We collapse together in the dirt, panting hard. Lo leans back so that he can look down at my face. We just did something explicit and naughty together, but … it’s so much more than that.

He’s lonely. I’m lonely. The whole world is lonely and looking for connection. I’m not going to look a gift witch in the mouth.

I put my fingers up against his cheek, and his eyes shift in that direction.

The sounds of the real world creep back into the edges of my reality: the whir of a lawn mower, golfers on the course across the street chatting, Miriam and Dennis yelling.

“Fuck,” Marlowe murmurs with a groan, pulling back from me. He sits up on his knees, cock hard and wet, and then proceeds to suck his fingers clean while I watch. He smirks at me as I scramble up into a sitting position, putting necessary space between us. “Told ya I’d spit my load into you, Kate. I like to keep my promises.”

“Good to know,” I quip back, wondering what Marlowe is going to be like after today. However he behaves, it’ll be different from what I’ve seen thus far. “Spitting is an important aspect of witchcraft.”

“Isn’t it, though?” he asks, using the stump to get to his feet and dragging his pants back up. With a curse, he tucks his hard cock back into the fabric before holding out a hand for me to take. I do, standing up and then blushing as I feel his seed and saliva on the insides of my thighs. I adjust my panties, but it’s not going to help.

There’s blood on Marlowe’s mouth. Mine, too, I’m sure. On my neck. As we stand there, the glow fades from both his skin and mine. Not that anyone else can see it. Small miracles and all that.

“If I tilt that pretty head of yours back and spit in your mouth, we can make magic happen as quick as that. Want to try? A small spell, to clean up that dirty pussy, for example.” He saunters close to me, and I take a step back.

“Please don’t,” I tell him, smoothing out my skirt. “Maybe I should spit in your mouth? Sound appealing?”

“Do it.” Marlowe opens his mouth and sticks out his tongue, laughing when he sees the expression on my face. “Come on, Kate. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

He takes me by the hand and leads me to the edge of the woods, back to the calf-high grass with all the dandelions that make up the Waverley’s front yard.

Miriam and Dennis are on the walkway with Brooks and Tanner standing between us and them.

We walk right up to the others, still holding hands.

“Lo, what the hell?” Miriam whispers, staring at the blood on his mouth, at our disheveled, dirty bodies. Miriam’s grieving isn’t over because the Marlowe she loved is dead and gone.

My Marlowe and her Marlowe are not the same Marlowe.

“Kate made me come here,” Marlowe says, like he isn’t bloodied on the mouth and holding the hand of some girl he just ravaged in the woods. “But I’m glad I did.” He smiles, and it’s awful. “How about a double date sometime? Just to catch up.”

Damn. Dismissive.

He turns and drags me in the direction of the truck as Tanner laughs and Brooks steps between us and them.

“Move,” Dennis declares, but then he must realize that trying to battle a mountain of muscle and witch is a little too much. Dennis steps back and says nothing as we pile into my truck and leave.
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Kate

Marlowe locks himself in my bedroom when we get back to the house.

I’m okay with that. He probably needs space to decompress.

“You fucked in the front yard, huh?” Tanner asks, a little spark of jealousy in his voice. I glance his way, but he’s only smiling, Ebon sitting on his shoulder. He reaches up with two fingers and strokes them down the silky length of the crow’s back, the pair of them staring at me. Since Tanner, you know, has two eyes and his crow has six, there are eight eyes fixed on me, and I shift in embarrassment.

“I guess so.” I fiddle with my skirt. I really need to hit the shower. “That was pretty messed up, huh? The Miriam stuff.”

“Makes me glad that my family is dead,” Brooks says as he breezes past and into the kitchen. I watch him go, poking my tongue against the inside of my cheek. Brooks. Hmm. In the beginning, I got the idea that he was only fucking me because of the spell, that he had zero want for me beyond the technical aspect of the magic.

Tanner … I knew Tanner wanted me. Marlowe, I think he might’ve wanted me and felt guilty because of Miriam. Because of the assault. Brooks though? Brooks is a tough nut to crack.

I look back over at Tanner.

“Tomorrow, I’m having breakfast with my friends. Is it okay if I go alone? You all acted like I couldn’t even be in a different room, but those restrictions seem to have lightened up.” I’m talking to Tanner, but it’s Brooks who answers.

He moves to the kitchen doorway, holding a dish towel between his massive hands. His eyes are so sharp that it feels like they’re cutting into me.

“I made the decision that we weren’t going to be in separate rooms for a while.” He shrugs, and I love the way his big shoulders move beneath his shirt. “I was afraid you were going to bolt and I wasn’t going to take the risk. You seem to get it now, so we can be in different rooms.” He laughs here, deep and dark and authoritative. “No way you’re going out alone though.”

I grit my teeth.

“I’m a grown-ass woman,” I tell him, and he shrugs again, cleaning his hands off with the dish towel.

“So? Tanner and Marlowe are grown-ass men, and they’re not fucking going anywhere either. We need as much magic as possible to deal with the situation in the woods. This is practicality as much as it is choice, North. Proximity builds power.” Brooks moves back into the kitchen, but his eyes … God. They latch and hold, dragging pieces of me along for the ride when he finally looks away.

Proximity builds power. Shivers.

I look at Tanner, but he only raises his fancy brow at me. Bisected gold and black. Pierced. Scarred.

“He’s a stone-cold prick. I’ve known him for over a year now, and he’s never shown me anything different.” Tanner leans in, running a finger down the side of my bloodied throat. “Although … I’m not a pretty young woman, Kate.”

I push his hand off, but he snatches my wrist and grins at me. It starts off cheeky but quickly morphs into something hungry and wild. There it is. A flash of real honesty.

“Marlowe interrupted us when we were in the middle of something important. You came to me in the living room, invited me to fuck your mouth. Spent the entire night with my cock inside of you. Let me screw you awake. Does that mean you want me, Kate?” He releases my wrist and takes a step back, reaching down to scratch Flick behind the ears. Tanner clicks his tongue, and my dog follows him into the backyard for a game of fetch.

Somehow I get the message that he didn’t say aloud.

Prove it. I chased you plenty, Kate. It’s your turn.

I close my eyes and breathe through it all.

Too good to be true. Too wild to be made up. Reality is stranger than fiction, isn’t it? And my entire reality shifted because of a single, bold choice.

I need to keep making those.

But first, I’m going to take a shower.
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Nobody touches me for the rest of the night. It doesn’t occur to me until I wake up the next morning that I was hoping they would.

Marlowe slept in his chair in the corner of the room without a word to anyone for the rest of the night. Brooks slept beside me in the bed, as cold and impersonal as ever. Tanner had the cot—and my traitorous dog—but I think I was right in my assessment last night.

He isn’t going to chase me until I do the same to him first.

Fuck it. Fine. I roll off the edge of the bed in the dusky morning light, hitting my feet and shooing Flick off the end of the cot. He immediately takes my place on the mattress as I stare down at Tanner, sprawled on his back with a lump of blanket over his crotch.

With two fingers, I pull the blanket back and let it slump to the floor. He’s wearing … absolutely nothing. I exhale and turn my attention back to Brooks. Still asleep and unmoving. I turn to Marlowe, but he’s curled up in the chair like a gremlin.

Alright.

Here we go.

I shove my panties to the floor and straddle Tanner’s waist, hoping that he’ll wake up and see me staring down at him in challenge. He doesn’t. He grumbles and wets his lips, but that’s about it. Fine. He fucked me awake, so I’m going to do the same to him.

I scoot back until I’m straddling his thighs, and then reach down, stroking his already half-hard cock into something rigid and glorious. It’s hard to see in the dusky light, but I can feel the slippery pre-cum at the tip of him. He moans, but he doesn’t move.

This asshole. Somehow, I feel like I’m being played. He wants me to make another bold choice, so I’m going to do it. I’m here now, and I’m all in. I want a coven? I have to put the work in. I want … three men in my life? I’ll have to do the same.

I lift up and edge forward, positioning myself above Tanner’s cock. Slowly, I guide my hips down, using my hand to slip his body into mine. And then I sit down hard, exhaling as my ass slams into his pelvis, taking him deep.

It’s almost too much, so I pause right there and put my palms on his chest, waiting for him to come to.

He’s still asleep.

What the fuck?

“He took a sleeping potion last night,” Marlowe mumbles, suddenly standing next to the cot and blinking down at us with bleary eyes. He scowls, but I can’t figure out what the expression means exactly. “If you want to wake him up, you’ll have to try harder than that.”

He leaves the room as Brooks sits up, glancing over at me in my too-big t-shirt and no panties.

He says nothing, just stands up and leaves me alone with a grumbly, sleepy Tanner. Flick stays because, you know, he’s in love with this man I have trapped between my thighs.

“Hey.” I give Tanner a little shake, but he doesn’t stir. I rock my hips, and he moans in his sleep. “Shit.” I’m debating what to do, my core aching as I resist the urge to grind my hips against him. He’s clearly not awake, and this is … We talked about this, and I gave him the green light.

I scrape my nails lightly down his chest and belly. He shifts again, murmurs incoherently. I slide my hand back up and press my palm against the side of his throat, stroke my thumb over his pulse point. The power dynamics between us have shifted completely, and I decide that I like this just as much as when he’s on top.

My hips roll against him, drawing his cock out and pushing it back in quickly. I wait again to see what he’ll do. He sighs heavily, but that’s about it. How good is this sleeping spell? I decide that we’re going to find out, working my body on his and closing my eyes. Even if he doesn’t wake up, am I going to keep going?

Yes.

I let my head fall back, using Tanner for my own pleasure. There’s a bit of guilt at first, but it fades away as I fuck his hard body the way he fucked mine that first morning in the Witchwoods. There’s consent, but … it’s edgy. Bold. Provocative.

I must be color-blind; the red flags look green.

I drop my chin down and open my eyes, noticing that he’s still asleep but breathing hard. Beads of sweat appear on his skin as I lean forward, working my clit against his body while keeping a steady in-and-out rhythm. Tanner’s right hand curls into the sheet underneath him, his head turning to one side, another groan escaping his gently parted lips.

I’m panting now, working myself harder and faster, chasing an orgasm that he won’t get to see unless he opens his eyes. I press a finger experimentally against his lips, and he opens for me in his sleep. I push it in, tracing his tongue before bringing my moist fingertip to his lips. I stroke these, too, and he inhales so sharply and deeply that I’m sure he’s finally going to wake up.

Doesn’t happen.

“Fuck, Tanner,” I murmur, grabbing onto his shoulders and riding him so hard that the cot squeaks and creaks under my frantic grinding motions. I’m moaning now, too, mesmerized by the apathetic neutrality of his sleeping face. I’m not sure that I’ve ever seen this expression while he was awake.

And then, to my surprise, his entire body seizes up, muscles tensing, a groan slipping out of him that’s all pleasure and zero restraint. Tanner’s cock twitches inside of me, and I slow my rolling hips as he orgasms, spilling his cum into me while his eyelids flutter and finally, in the middle of a climax, open up.

We stare at each other, and I wonder suddenly if I haven’t just violated this man.

He blinks at me, attention dropping from my face to the excess fabric of my baggy t-shirt. It pools around my hips and hides my dirty deed from sight. Tanner reaches out with one hand and drags the fabric up, staring at the place where we’re joined together.

A lazy smile etches itself on his moist lips.

“You naughty, little witch,” he says, and I shiver all over as he takes my ass in two hands. “Finish yourself for me, baby. I want to watch.” He relaxes back into his pillow, and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

“I hope—” I start, but Tanner presses a single finger to my lips.

“Don’t apologize, or it’ll make it less hot. You just made me come while I was asleep. Fair’s fair, don’t you think?” I know what he’s asking, and I nod. “Good girl.” He slaps my ass, and I puff air into my cheeks, suddenly feeling a lot less sorry for what I’ve done.

“Good boy,” I tell him, and he laughs like the prick that he is.

I don’t take it easy on him, leaning over and yanking open my nightstand drawer. I pull out a vibrator, and Tanner watches from half-lidded eyes as I click it on and press it to my clit. My cunt immediately locks down on his dick, and he moans, putting his hands on my hips.

Those hot fingers, capable of so much violence, are surprisingly tender on my skin. Tanner’s thumbs trace my hip bones, his pupils big and dark against his brilliant eyes as he watches me like I’m the center of his entire universe, the sun that he happily orbits.

Our shadows couple on the ceiling above us.

He’d chase me to the ends of the earth. I’m not sure why that thought is so comforting. It should piss me off. And it does. But … if he’s chasing me then he isn’t running away, right?

“You’re so good, Kate. My God. That cunt of yours is a powerhouse. You’re suffocating my dick, and all I know is that I love it. I could die happy underneath you, baby.”

I make an embarrassing sound, pressing my palm into his chest and digging my nails into his scarred skin, scraping them over the coven sigil. It’s somehow so hot that I have the same design on my own chest, hidden underneath this big, ugly shirt.

Tanner doesn’t look at me like a weird girl in awful pajamas. Oh no. I feel like an untamed goddess with my thighs spread around him, my sweaty skin slippery against his, my own lube and his cum soaking a sweet puddle underneath us.

“More. Keep talking,” I pant out, putting the cushioned head of the vibe just where I like it. I never used a vibrator with Nathan because it â€˜made him feel insecure’. Tanner doesn’t look insecure at all, but like I’m giving him a gift by pleasuring myself with his spent cock inside of me. He’s getting hard again, but he doesn’t move, letting this moment be all about me.

Uh. Wow. Crazy stalker he may be, but damn.

“You like fucking me while I’m asleep, kitten? Do it again. Do it every morning, and I’ll return the favor.” He slides his hands up and under my shirt, capturing my breasts and kneading them like that, too, is a treat. “Come for me. I want to watch your face in the sunlight. I want to see how good you feel when you’re using me, North.”

“Oh, East. Fuck.” I can’t breathe. I’m giving these little hiccups, my skin slick against Tanner’s as I lock my thigh muscles together and trap him underneath me. He curls his fingers around the neckline of my shirt from the inside, using it to yank me down, and spearing my lips apart with a demonic tongue.

Ahhh.

With the buzzing of the vibrator, and the memory of the unlawful thing I’ve just done, I’m quick. I climax on his stiffening cock and then collapse forward onto his chest, letting the vibrator roll off onto the floor. Flick barks at it as Tanner lets his hand slip over the side of the cot, feeling around until he’s able to turn it off.

Then we just lie there, me with my cheek on his chest, him with one arm slung around my waist. I can hear his wild heartbeat. And he smells good. Like the woods, but with the sting of iron underneath. Dangerous. Wild. Feral.

Cozy? Somehow also that.

“Don’t embarrass me in front of my friends,” I warn him, and he laughs again.

“You don’t want me to tell them that you fucked me while I was asleep? Why not? They’d probably be jealous.”

He’s right. Fernanda would loooove to hear all the X-rated details. Georgia might kill me for this one though.

“Keep it to yourself,” I grumble, sitting up and finding him smirking at me. He doesn’t look taken advantage of or violated in any way, just … ridiculously pleased.

“I told you that we could be good together, didn’t I?” Tanner says, and something strange shifts in that room. It’s not erotic anymore. It becomes … romantic. I have no idea how to deal with that. Am I falling for the real Tanner or the act that Tanner puts on?

Then I look up, and there’s the Hag staring at me from the other side of my bedroom window.

My expression must say it all for me because Tanner sits up and spins us around so that he can see what I’m looking at.

There she is, the Hag Wytch with her beak and her mouth and her creepy human eyes.

Before either of us can do anything, I blink and she’s gone. Tanner sets me down on the edge of my bed next to Flick who’s now barking at the window instead of the vibrator. My lover moves over to the glass and throws it open, putting his hands on the windowsill and leaning out to look around the yard.

“She’s still not here,” he says contemplatively, voice low and dangerous. I can see violence written into every muscle of his body. “Not yet anyway.”

We need to seal that tree.

If we don’t, then all of this … this life stuff that I’m working on with the Witchwood men, it’ll be gone as quickly as it came.

“Can’t even appreciate some top quality sleep-sex,” Tanner grumbles, turning to look at me as I reach out and place my palm on the top of Flick’s head, quieting him.

Tanner and I look at each other in silence for a while, and I wonder if we’re thinking the exact same thing.

“We need to hurry the hell up, don’t we?” I ask, and he nods, expression grim.

The Witchwoods giveth … and the Witchwoods taketh the fuck away.
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Kate

We arrive at the usual spot for breakfast with the girls, that place in Bayside where Tanner killed the were-rabbit.

I pause on the sidewalk, just out-of-sight of the patio where I imagine my friends will be sitting, and turn to face the men. They’re dressed marginally more appropriate today. No witch hats. Proper shirts. Marlowe is still wearing my sweatpants, but whatever. They’re all wearing their witch boots. Fine.

“Leave me alone and sit elsewhere,” I command, and all three of them look back at me like they have zero intention of doing that.

I make a frustrated sound and spin on my heel, pasting a smile in place before I round the corner of the building and spot Georgia, tapping her fingers on the table. As soon as she spots me, she stands up and then freezes when the guys appear behind me.

Lovely.

“Morning!” I call out cheerily, scowling as Marlowe shoves past me. This motherfucker …

He yanks out a chair at the table and then stands there gripping the back of it and glaring at me from obsidian eyes.

“No way I’m letting my woman pull out her own chair.” He scoffs at me like I have done something wrong, and then walks away to sit with the other guys. I just gape at his back. He’s listening to me, but he’s also domineering and … sweet … and a total jerk. Ugh. Crap. Shit.

I sit down.

Georgia stares at me. Tacy is gaping. Fernanda is shifting her eyes over to the guys like she’s truly appreciating the vista. Thankfully, Tacy’s boyfriend … err … what’s his name … isn’t here today. Jared, I think.

“You’re still spending time with those guys?” Georgia asks, glossy black hair braided over her shoulder, brown eyes narrowed on me. “Kate, they’re all over the internet. Everyone thinks you’ve somehow resurrected the victims from the Witchwoods. People are flooding into town trying to get a glimpse of the tree.” She pauses and glances over at the other two girls before turning to me again. “You live right near there. I’m sure you’ve seen the cops swarming the place?”

“Yeah, uh.” I scratch at my temple and then pause as Tanner saunters up to stand beside me.

“Mind if I borrow your wallet?” he asks, like the words physically pain him. Look at that tense jaw. See, this bothers him. He pushes it down and masks it with another smile. “I’ll order for ya, if you want.”

I dig my wallet out of my jeans pocket and pass it to him, acting like I didn’t fuck his sleeping self just an hour and a half ago. Right. Stay cool, stay calm.

“You’re giving them money?” Georgia whispers, like she wants to throttle me. I don’t blame her. I know what it looks like. If she knew what Marlowe was capable of, she’d have him gutted already. “Who the hell are these guys to you, Kate? They’re taking advantage of you.”

They … sort of are, in a way. I wasn’t kidding when I told Marlowe that I came into this relationship with a house, a truck, and a business. But it’s not like the three of them didn’t put in a full workweek over the last five days. The Pink Lady job will be done far sooner than if I was the only one working on it. Self-painting rollers and brushes, too.

I have more mouths to feed, but I also have magic. And brawn. An excess amount of brawn.

“They …” I start, realizing that I’m going to have to address the â€˜my woman’ comment from Marlowe. “I told you: they are the missing Witchwoods men. They have nowhere else to go, and even if they did, I sort of need them here.” I swallow down a lump of unease, trying to ignore the glowing Witchwoods cat that’s sitting on the table to my right. It has two tails, like Tanner’s shadow. “The reason the cops are swarming the McKay Community Forest is because people are sticking their hands in the Witch’s Tree and disappearing. These guys and I, we’re going to fix that.”

All three girls just sit there and stare at me. It’s Fernanda, the kinky bookworm with the pink pixie cut, who speaks up first.

“Can I ask a personal question?” she begins, adjusting her glasses. I nod, unsure of where this is going but willing to try full transparency with these women. As I said, I’m lonely. The only way to fix that is to seek connections with other people, despite my inherent fear of rejection.

“Go for it.” I relax back in my seat, my body attuned to the movements of the men. Without even looking, I can tell that Tanner is inside and that the other two are seated at the table directly behind me.

“Are you … seeing all three of them?” Fernanda leans back and bites her lip. She’s curvy and sexy, and so much fun. She’s not afraid of trying new things, and perfectly honest when it comes to admitting how much she likes sex and kink and books that most people would never read. I think she’s asking this because she’s interested in the men, too. Looking at her, I can’t imagine that they wouldn’t be interested in her in the same way.

“I … it’s complicated.” I look over my shoulder just as Tanner exits the cafe, taking the seat to Brooks’ right. I notice that they sit in their cardinal directions. Marlowe on the west, Tanner on the east, and Brooks to the south. I’m facing away from them, but I’m at the northernmost point of the group. Interesting.

“Complicated meaning they’re taken?” Fernanda asks gently, smiling at me. “It seems like you’re with them all, but I thought I’d ask. If not, I’d be interested in spending time with … well, any of them. They’re the most beautiful men I’ve ever seen, if I’m being honest.”

“I …” The words won’t come. I have no idea what to say.

“You’re dating three guys?” Georgia asks, but not like she’s judging, just like she’s surprised. She’s only ever seen me date Nathan. That’s it. “Kate, I don’t know if you’ve been on your phone much lately, but this Witchwoods shit is everywhere. I’m worried. If—no offense—but if what you’re saying is true, then this is really bad. People are flying into the Arcata-Eureka airport just to see the four of you, just to see the Witch’s Tree.”

“I’m surprised your house isn’t being swarmed,” Tacy whispers, leaning forward, brown eyes darting around the patio like she expects to be filmed. There’s nobody around here but a few septuagenarians gossiping about their families. Even the school across the street is quiet for the time being. I was hoping to see my siblings during recess, but the men and I were late.

Sending my brother and sister to a summer camp that runs over the weekend? Couldn’t I have watched them? Why does my dad suck so much? I have yet to call him. Is it any wonder why? He might not have even known I was missing. No joke.

Problem for a different day.

Do I tell my friends about the spell? I feel like I’ve already told them enough to stretch their disbelief to the limit. I’m claiming to have disappeared into a magic tree and then re-emerged a month later with three men who’ve been missing for decades—three men who haven’t aged.

I decide to leave things where they stand.

The waitress brings me some iced tea and a bowl of clam chowder with a side of bread. Somebody was paying attention when I said what I liked. My mouth twitches, but I don’t look back at Tanner. I stay focused on the girls for the rest of breakfast.

I do my best to steer conversation away from the men, but it inevitably goes right back.

“If you want to talk to the guys and … well, I don’t own them,” I tell Fernanda, but it feels like I’m betraying them by even saying that. Our ritual in the woods was a dark wedding, and I damn well know that. I might not have picked them, but they’re mine now and … vice versa. I swallow down the final bite of clam chowder and wash it back with the last of my iced tea.

All Fernanda said to me was: “I hope these men are good for you, Kate. You seem happier than you’ve been since Nathan left.”

That’s what she said and … what garbage just came out of my mouth?

Some part of me knows what I’m doing, trying to sabotage myself. Wanting to see if Fernanda, with her cute quirkiness and beautifully shameless sexuality, can lead the men astray.

I’m testing them, and that’s fucked up, but I do it anyway.

I excuse myself to the bathroom a few minutes later, and come outside to see Fernanda at the table with the guys, sitting in my seat.

Err, the empty seat.

My eyes shift over to Tacy and Georgia, bent together and whispering. Their eyes catch on mine, and I’m sure they’re talking about me. I know they’re worried, and I don’t blame them.

I pause between Marlowe and Brooks, curious as to what the four of them were discussing.

“I should probably get going,” Fernanda says, standing up and holding out her arms for a hug. She smells good, and her sweater is ridiculously soft against my bare arms when she pulls me in for a tight squeeze. “Stay safe, and call me if you need me. Text me anytime. Love you, and I’ll see you next week.”

“See you then,” I tell her, and then I say my goodbyes to Tacy, who’s clearly weirded out by my stories, and Georgia, who’s clearly worried about me.

“I want you to come over—alone. And explain all this. Not the witch stuff, but the romance. Or … is it just sex?” Georgia gestures at the men before finally tearing herself away and disappearing around the corner in the direction of the parking lot with Tacy.

“You’re not going anywhere alone,” Brooks tells me, and I bristle as I turn around to look at the three of them.

“Any takers for Fernanda?” I ask, and they all look up at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“You sent your friend over here to hit on us?” Marlowe asks, scoffing at me and shaking his head. “If I didn’t fuck Miriam, you think I’m going to fuck some random chick? What a move, Kate. Nice.”

“I … you kissed Miriam,” I murmur, and his eyes flick up to me. I’m tempted to take a step back, but I don’t move.

“Miriam kissed me, actually,” he retorts, rising from his seat to tower over me. “But you know what? I don’t give a shit. Throw as many women as you want my way. We’re a coven. I’m not sleeping with anyone else, and neither are you. This is what we have, and this is what we get.” His expression sharpens into a knowing smirk, like what we get is more like what we’re privileged to have.

Or maybe I’m just imagining it?

“If I want to sleep with other men, you certainly can’t stop me.” Those are the words that leave my mouth. All three men are looking at me now like I’m crazy.

“Do you want to sleep with other men?” Tanner asks, leaning back in his chair, expression contemplative. He isn’t smiling this time. “I mean, you’ve got a pretty good deal going here, don’t you?”

“I don’t care if North does want to sleep with other men,” Brooks begins, picking up his coffee and taking a long, slow sip. “It’s not happening. You’ll never have the chance because you’ll never be more than thirty feet away from me at any given time.”

Do I want to sleep with other men? What a question from Tanner. And then Brooks? Ugh.

“You are making me want to sleep with other men,” I tell him, and he turns to look at me like I’m another soldier in his army. The expression makes me so angry that I end up with my hands curled into fists, nails digging into my palms.

“Is that so? Well, if Tanner and Marlowe aren’t enough, it’s time we started getting to know each other in the bedroom. We can build more power by being intimate.” He sets his mug down as I gape at him. “What? You said you wanted other men. I’m making an offer. You seemed interested the other day.”

“Oh yeah, an offer I can’t refuse. Are you good and ready now?” I roll my eyes and shake my head, giving both Tanner and Marlowe looks. The former is mildly amused but also mildly jealous at the same time. Marlowe is scowling, but whether that expression is for me or Brooks or both of us, I’m not sure. “How romantic, Brooks.”

He lifts his head to look at me, and I feel a jolt of energy spike through me when our gazes clash.

“Romantic? I don’t see Tanner or Marlowe getting romantic, and you’re all over them.”

Oh. Wow.

“Somebody sure sounds salty,” I shoot back at him as Tanner snorts and stands up, gathering dishes from the table so he can carry them to the bussing station inside.

“Good luck with that, kitten,” he mumbles as he passes by. Excusing himself. Running away. Avoiding. Marlowe just puts his hands on his hips and shakes his head, reaching up to adjust a hat that he isn’t wearing. He’s cursing as he walks away, following Tanner into the cafe.

“Salty?” Brooks takes another sip of his coffee as I yank out the chair across from him and take a seat in it. My palms are flat on the table, eyes narrowed. I’m ready for a fight, and I’m curious to see if he’ll give one to me.

“Sorry, let me explain the term, old man,” I quip back at him and he laughs, leaning back in his chair and running his fingers through his red hair as he studies me with an expression of pure bemusement.

“Nice try, North. Salty, as a slang term, has been around since the 1920s. My father was a sailor, and people used to throw that term around a lot. What they meant back then was that he could be a mean bastard at times.” Brooks wets his lips as he studies me, this enigma draped in muscle and apathy, slumped in the metal cafe chair like he not only owns the restaurant but the entire state of California. No, no, the entire fucking country. Planet. Universe. “I’m not salty, no. I’m just saying that it’s time. You’re sleeping with Marlowe, with Tanner. Now, you’ll sleep with me.”

I just stare at him. Then I laugh. It’s hard to be angry at something so ridiculous.

“Have you sorted out those thoughts yet, South? You’re not interested in me,” I retort, but he just shrugs at me again. This bastard …

“So? Marlowe wasn’t interested in you, and you fucked him.”

My jaw drops as I sit up in my chair, wishing I had a coffee of my own to sip the way he’s doing, like each drink is a silent insult. He looks up at me over the rim of the mug, and even though his expression is blank, I can hear a hundred unsaid things.

“No. I fucked him because he started to treat me better, to open up. Same with Tanner. If you want to … pursue a relationship, then I’m suggesting you do the same.” There. I said it. The words are vulnerable, and my heart is unnecessarily soft, but I did it. I got it out there. “They both seem genuinely interested in getting to know me. You … that’s not the vibe I’m getting.”

“The vibe?” he asks, and I smirk. Guess that word wasn’t around in the fifties. He takes another mean, asshole-y sip of his coffee.

“I’m a North. Awesome. That’s it. I’m a woman, so you’ll fuck me. Cool. That’s the vibe I’m getting.” I cross my arms as Brooks holds his cup in his inked hands and frowns.

“We’re a coven. A strong coven bands together and remains sexually faithful to one another.”

I almost scream when he says it. It’s that annoying.

“I don’t want a coven,” I tell him, choking on the words as I stand up. “I want a man, Brooks. A man. Not a leader. Not a witch.” I exhale and sweep both of my palms over my hair, trying to wrangle flyaway orange strands. Doesn’t work. The salty sea breeze is twisting it into tangles.

“North—” he starts, and I cut him off.

“And stop calling me North. I’m not just North. I’m Kate. A person. A human being. And …” I swallow down a lump of feelings. “I don’t know what coven ritual you did with Tanner and Marlowe, but I’m sure it wasn’t the one we did together. And the one we did together felt like …” I almost don’t say it, but then I see Tanner and Marlowe staring at me from the front of the cafe and it just slips out. “It felt like a wedding, and you promised me that night that you’d be a husband. You’re not acting like a husband, Brooks. Just a domineering dickhead and a stranger.”

I turn away from him, but not before catching the expression on his face. Stunned. Dumbstruck. He might be the loneliest of them all, I realize, but I’m already walking away.

Brooks catches up to me quickly, grabbing my arm. When I turn to look at him, he’s softened—but only a little bit.

“North,” he starts, and I jerk my arm away from him, continuing down the sidewalk with all three witch men following after me. There’s nowhere to go, so I just circle back around and return to the truck, dragging Tanner into the backseat with me so I don’t have to sit by Brooks.

Marlowe drives, and Brooks sits in the passenger seat, casting furtive glances over his shoulder at me.

I’ve stumped the asshole coven leader. Good for me. Hopefully he learns something from what I’ve said.

I know that I learned something.

Damn. What the hell did I just say? What did I just admit?

But it’s already out there, and now the ball is in Brooks’ court.
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Kate

We spend the day collecting spell ingredients—earthworms that’ve been dried up by the sun, herbs that I can’t pronounce and never heard of (collected at the Arcata Community Forest), brooms from a local shop in the Old Town area.

The men remain unfazed by their leap forward in time. Or … they pretend to be unfazed. Brooks frowns at all the people walking by who are immersed in their phones. Tanner takes note of the changes in fashion. Marlowe … is a sulky Marlowe. I give him grace, figuring that he’s still processing what happened with Dennis and Miriam.

“Are we going to visit your parents?” I ask as we walk from the shop to the truck with four brooms in hand. They’re all carved out of wood, made by a local artist, with these fancy bristles at the end that are hand-dyed in various colors. Orange. Black. Gold. Red. I didn’t explicitly ask Brooks if he was choosing them to match our hair colors, but … come on.

“My parents?” Marlowe repeats, like I’ve just sucker-punched him in the stomach. “When should I do that, Kate? Before or after the candlelight vigil?”

“Respect, Marlowe,” Brooks growls out at him, tossing a nasty look over his shoulder. “It goes a long way. Treat her like a lady or I’ll put you over my knee next.”

Big talk coming from him. Bastard.

“I could fucking kill you with the way you talk to me,” Marlowe spits back, his attention skipping over to Tanner like that comment was meant for the both of them. He turns to me next, and his expression is almost apologetic. “We’ll go see them, just not yet.”

We. We’ll go see them. I clutch the brooms close, despite Tanner’s earlier insistence that he carry them. And then Brooks’ insistence that he carry them. And then Marlowe. Yeah, no. I can carry four brooms with my fragile lady hands.

We take them home with few words exchanged between us. What was effortlessly casual between us when we were fighting is suddenly tense and strange now that we’re making progress in our shiny new relationships.

I screwed Tanner while he was sleeping. I made amends with Marlowe (sort of). I … argued with Brooks and called him my husband?

I try not to think about it, but then things get really weird when we get home.

“We need the topmost branch of a tree that’s at least two-hundred feet in height,” Brooks declares as I lay the brooms down on the surface of my kitchen table.

Stix hisses at us from her position on the top of the fridge, and Flick bounces near the back door like he’s already anticipating playing frisbee with Tanner. Ebon lands … on my shoulder? Oh. Hi.

“Do we hire an arborist or something?” I ask, knowing that even my scaffolding won’t reach that far up. “Spell the branch to detach and float down to us?”

“We’re going to fly,” Brooks declares, fingering the bristles at the end of the orange broom. He looks up, and I feel a bit like those dried-out earthworm carcasses that we scraped off the pavement earlier. “Which isn’t a difficult spell, provided we consecrate the brooms first.” He’s rubbing his thumb over the smooth wooden tip of the broom, but he’s looking at me.

“Okay, so how do we consecrate the brooms?” I ask, getting this weird chill when I notice Tanner and Marlowe circling the table. They come to stand on either side of me, both of them looking down. Hard blue eyes and a suggestive half-smile from Tanner. A deep frown and eyes like a pair of empty wells out of Marlowe.

“Most spells require about fifty-fifty work when it comes to chalices and athames,” Brooks continues, picking up the broom and putting the bristled end on the floor. “Unfortunately for you, we only have one chalice.”

“What if we had no chalices?” I ask, getting a little nervous with the way Brooks is caressing that broomstick.

“Then we’d have to get the branch off that tree the hard way,” Marlowe says with a harsh, little laugh. “The way we did things in the woods before you showed up.”

“You could’ve just fucked each other and made it easy,” I quip, but Tanner’s leaning down and putting his palms on the table. I turn toward him, finding that fancy brow raised, those smirking lips twisted to the side in wry amusement.

“If I could stick a broomstick up my ass and make it fly, I’d do it for ya. Can’t though. We need the blessing of a chalice.” He sounds way too excited when he says that.

“I have to stick a broom up my …” I don’t even finish that sentence. I’m eyeing the smooth supple wood tip. It’s all polished and shined up, like a wooden dildo. “Absolutely not.”

“No, you don’t have to stick it up there,” Marlowe corrects. “We do. Your pussy, not your ass.”

I look at the three other brooms on the table.

“We only need one for right now,” Brooks assures me, as if that makes this all better. He’s leaning against the broom, hands folded on the tip. “I promise that my cock is bigger than this; it’ll feel good at best and inadequate at worst. It’s not going to hurt you. We don’t have to go deep.”

“We just have to make you come.” Tanner stands up, moving to the back door and opening it so that Flick can escape into the backyard like a bat out of hell. There’s a glowing pink porcupine sitting on the railing of my deck. We all ignore it. The porcupine is one thing, but the Hag Wytch is a whole other monster.

We need this branch; we have to close the gate.

I sigh and push my hair back from my face.

“Fine. Just … let me have a minute, okay? I need to come to terms with a broom being shoved up my cunt.”

“Oh, don’t worry. We’ll make it real good for you, Kate,” Tanner assures me, giving my shoulder a squeeze before slipping outside with the dog. What the hell? He is absolutely doing this on purpose. Why? I ask for a minute alone and he takes off like he’s relieved?

I’m annoyed.

I look back at Marlowe and Brooks. The former I can handle, but the latter? I keep hearing my own voice shouting â€˜husband’ at him, and I want to crawl into a hole.

“You should listen to your husband,” Marlowe teases me, as if he can read my thoughts. His gaze is intense. Deep space irises with no stars. “One of them anyway. Take your pick. We all have to come in you if we want to consecrate that broom.”

I flee that room like it’s on fire, locking myself in my bedroom and feeling grateful that they don’t immediately kick the door in. Sitting down on my bed, I close my eyes and lean my head back.

“I can do this,” I murmur, opening my eyes and then digging around in my nightstand for some lube that I bought off the internet. For the last five years, I’ve taken care of myself sexually. This is quite a change to that routine. “I can fuck a broom and like it.”

I open the door to find Brooks waiting for me, and I curse, trying to hide the lube from him. He snatches my wrist and steals it from my hand in much the same way these men have been doing to me from moment one.

“God, you three are horrible pains in my ass,” I growl out, but I let him inspect the bottle. Might as well because we’re going to use it. I’m not having sex with a broom unless there’s plenty of lubrication involved.

“You don’t need this. Tanner brewed some special lubricant.” Brooks hands me the bottle back, and I narrow my eyes. I take it, but I don’t put it away. Instead, I slip it into my pocket with our gazes locked together.

“Special lube?” I pause. “Magic lube?”

He nods.

“Made with our cum, some blood, and a little bit of sweat.” He says that with a straight face, and my eye twitches.

“That’s disgusting,” I tell him, even though I’m a little turned-on by the idea. That’s ridiculous, right? “What, no spit this time?”

“There’s some spit in there,” Brooks adds, studying me. It feels like my rant maybe got through to him? I don’t know. His expression is odd and hard to read. “Coconut oil. Vitamin E.”

“Fine. Whatever. I assume that’s a part of the consecration?”

Brooks nods again, and I exhale, finally pulling the bottle from my pocket and turning to toss it into my room. It hits the mattress and bounces before settling down. I feel Brooks move behind me, his antler-topped shadow stretching over me and across the bed.

I turn around and there he is, standing way too close to me.

“You’re right,” he tells me, and I choke on a gasp as he slides his hand against the side of my face. He’s dead serious right now, and for some reason, that freaks me out. “I’m treating you the way I treat Marlowe and Tanner, but you’re a woman.”

I scoff and reach up to shove his hand away from my face. It’s like swatting at a statue. I can’t move him at all, so I just wrap my fingers around his wrist and squeeze.

“That’s not what I meant,” I say, but I guess it is. Didn’t I tell him that I wanted a man? I should’ve said partner or something. This is getting very 1950s in this hallway.

“I want a man, Brooks,” he parrots back at me, cocking his head to one side. “I’m confused then. Didn’t you refer to the ritual as a wedding? You’re right about that, too. It was. It is. When I brought Tanner and Marlowe into the coven, it felt like camaraderie, like men-at-arms. When we brought you on, the spell was completely different.”

I exhale and close my eyes, still clinging to his wrist. I’d meant to pry him off, but I’m just sort of hanging onto it.

“I didn’t mean that you needed to spurt testosterone from your pores. I was just trying to say that if you want to keep … doing sex stuff, then we have to rethink our dynamic. Yeah, I slept with you in order to get out of the Witchwoods. Fine. I didn’t know we’d be living together and fucking on the regular.” I open my eyes again, trying to fortify myself against his brilliant green eyes and stern lips. There’s something commanding about Brooks, something that even Tanner and Marlowe can sense. “You can be the leader. I don’t want to be the coven leader. But I also don’t want to be treated so coldly and so clinically.”

He smiles at me then, and it’s honestly a pretty nice goddamn smile. The glint in his eyes? Not so nice.

“Exactly. You want me to treat you like a woman. You were right, North—Kate.” He slides his thumb over my lips, and I have no idea how to react.

“You … we just had this conversation, like five minutes ago.”

“It was five hours, and five hours is a long time to think about something so obvious.” Brooks hesitates, like he isn’t sure whether to tell me this or not. In the end, he just shakes his head and murmurs something like honesty, Brooks under his breath. He studies me, unflinching and unashamed. “I wasn’t sure if I liked you at first. And then I was sure that I didn’t like you. Now, I’m sure that with time, I could probably fall in love with you, Kate.”

I duck under his arm and take off down the hallway at a power walk, fly down the stairs, find myself on the deck in the sun beside Tanner. I spot Marlowe in the grass, near the edge of the woods. Petting my pussy—cat. Petting my cat. He’s petting my mean-ass cat.

“You look pale, kitten. You alright?” Tanner asks me, and then Brooks is right there, like he didn’t get the message. He comes over to stand beside me, and Tanner tenses up. But only for a second. As I look on, he visibly forces himself to relax.

Not Brooks though. He’s not relaxed at all.

“Regardless of your reaction to my statement, we have to consecrate that broom, Kate.” Brooks’ eyes are like lightning, striking me with a crack of thunder when they connect with mine. No, no, no. I can’t handle Brooks like this. He isn’t allowed to use his powers as coven leader to force this!

“I don’t care if it takes longer; I want to consecrate the broom another way.” I fold my arms and Tanner chuckles, rubbing his hand across his mouth.

Brooks stares at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“You were the one that insisted on urgency. This is more important to you than to anyone else. If you want people to stay away from that gate …” He leans in and smirks meanly at me. “You’re getting fucked with that broom. What a goddamn brat.”

“Hey!” I shout as Brooks tosses me over his shoulder and carries me bodily into the house.

We’re just in time for the doorbell to ring.

Brooks swings me down and sets me on my feet, giving me a gentle push in the direction of the front door. I’m huffing as I stalk toward it, unsure if I’m angry or if I’m turned-on. I might be both things. I totally wanted him to spank me, and he knows it.

“Who’s interrupting my hot spanking?” I snap as I rip the door open and choke on my next words. “Oh, hey Dad.”

My uptight father and his wife-who-also-went-to-high-school-with-me are standing on the porch, staring at me. No sign of my siblings though. Of course not. That would be absurd, to bring my sister and brother by to see me.

“Katie,” Dad says, and I fucking hate to be called Katie, but he doesn’t know that because we have no relationship. He has zero power over you, Katelynn, I remind myself, standing here with Brooks at my back. Extra brawn, remember? Magic, too.

Nobody has power over me if I’m a part of this coven.

“Dad?” Brooks repeats, moving up to stand beside me and leaning his shoulder against the doorjamb. He’s not wearing his witch hat, but his own two eyes are enough to cast a hot, dismissive glare across the porch and its double occupants.

My father gapes up at him, and his wife, Jada, lets out a shocked, little gasp that’s disturbingly dark with envy. Not that I can blame her. She sleeps with the old lying lawyer that’s standing on my porch, and I’m … “I could probably fall in love with you, Kate.”

“Yeah, this is Darrin, my sperm donor,” I admit, almost like I’m embarrassed. Wait. No, exactly like I’m embarrassed. Not of Brooks, but of the dad who abandoned me and Mom. Not that she stuck around either, but he’s worse. She kept in contact with me until she died.

Darrin and I didn’t reconnect until Grandma Annie died—and reconnect is a very strong word.

Brooks scoffs and shakes his head, running his tongue over his lip and then sweeping his fingers through his red hair. That black stripe near the front catches my attention the way it always does.

“This is the bastard that hasn’t bothered to check on you since you came home?” Brooks blusters in moral outrage, taking a step onto the porch to loom over my father. His expression is silver shadows and cold justice. He’s not even human. Witch. “If my daughter went missing for an entire month, I’d tear the world in half to find her. Where the fuck have you been?”

“Excuse me?” Darrin bumbles, chest puffing out with rage. He’s always been the meanest, toughest one in the room. I’m sure that’s made it easy for him to get his way like he always has, leaving my mother for my classmate and taking everything in the process, every red cent.

I hate him. I don’t want him in my life. He disgusts me.

I’ve been so lonely, so desperate not to lose one of the few people I know in this world, that I failed to take out the trash the way it should’ve been a long time ago.

“You heard me.” Brooks folds his arms and tilts his head, his shadow mimicking him. “You’re not even a man. I’m not about to let some scumbag who knows absolutely nothing about responsibility or family show up on our doorstep uninvited. Scram.” He gestures with his chin, like that’s that.

Oh. Dad is furious. His face is red, eyes wide, slack-jawed and dark-haired and maybe not as much of an alpha male as he’s always wanted to be. Beneath Brook’s shadow, he looks like a mouse.

Speaking of, a bright purple Witchwoods mouse with two tails scurries up the porch post behind Jada. If she could see it, she’d probably scream. I saw her climb on a picnic table at school once and shriek over a squirrel.

“Excuse me, young man—” Dad starts, but Brooks only laughs, letting his head fall back and his eyes slide shut for a few seconds. His laugh is more than enough to silence my father.

“Young man?” Brooks murmurs, chuckling again. “When I was working two jobs to put food on the table for my sisters, you were barely a twinkle in your granddaddy’s eye.” He cracks his gaze and drops his head back down, propping his hands on his hips as his expression slides over to me.

I’m starstruck. I know that I shouldn’t be. Brooks is once again acting like my house is his house. But I do love the idea of him standing up for me, the way Marlowe did with Nathan. I feel so much less alone with these guys around, and I can’t tell if that’s because they’re awesome or because I’m so desperate for family that I’m imagining it. They’re dicks, Kate. Dicks who won’t give you a single second to breathe.

That is, unless they’re Tanner and running away. Maybe he’s already regretting his decision to commit to me? Like a girl he’d look at and know he’d never date. Won’t know unless I talk it out with him, now will I?

“Twinkle?” Jada asks, reaching up to adjust her perfectly austere bun. She’s a trad wife influencer who speaks in soft whispers and bakes things her young kids will never eat, all the while racking up millions of views online. I didn’t like her in high school, and I like her even less now. She’s ogling Brooks like she wants to leap on his dick.

He hasn’t looked at her once, and she’s hot as hell.

“Katie, come outside right now and explain yourself.” Darrin’s teeth are gritted, and I figure all this social media attention is probably embarrassing for him. That must be why he’s here. Not out of concern for me, but because the guys and I are breaking the internet. As much as my dad’s tried to distance himself from me, Humboldt County is small enough for people to know that their district attorney has a daughter from a previous marriage.

“Heavens to Betsy, do you want me to kick your fucking ass?” Brooks asks, stepping between me and my dad. My blood turns to champagne when Brooks mixes his crude Witchwoods speech with some obscure 1950’s phrase. Bubbly. Intoxicating.

“Get out of my way before I call the police.” Darrin isn’t joking. He knows plenty of cops who owe him favors.

Brooks’ attention shifts over to Jada, and she flushes, tucking a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear.

“You bring one daughter with you and act like the other doesn’t exist?” Brooks shakes his head as he looks back at Darrin. There’s a good ten inches of height difference between them. A mountain of muscle. Darrin with his dark hair and brown eyes and perfect suit. Brooks with his unbuttoned blue plaid flannel, tattoos, scars, and unerring presence.

The axis of everything my life has become. If Brooks hadn’t chased his missing sister into the Witchwoods, we wouldn’t be standing here right now. It’s a dizzying thought.

“Daughter?” Jada squeaks, giving Brooks a nasty look. “I’m his wife.”

I wish I could explain the look on Brooks’ face.

“Not a fan of age-gap romances?” I whisper, and he looks at me in such a way that I know I’m in trouble. My breath catches. Remember what I said? There’s nothing Brooks can’t do because there’s nothing Brooks won’t do.

Including falling in love with me.

I want him to like me. I want them all to like me, and I hate that. But it’s normal, isn’t it? Searching for connection and praying you’ll find it with someone who likes you back.

“I’m speechless.” Brooks’ voice is dry but derisive, like a cutting wind. “What can I do to make this better, Kate?” he asks, and there’s just something about him actually asking me a question for once that does it.

I feel empowered.

I put a hand on Brooks’ massive bicep, and his gaze falls to the spot where my fingers brush lightly against his arm. He’s got incredible definition, something that Nathan never had.

It isn’t easy to break that stare, like we’re standing in the foyer of the Pink Lady all over again. That energy rides the air between us, the sticky static of attraction. I don’t know Brooks, and he doesn’t know me, but we’ve got something brewing—physically anyway.

I turn back to my dad and his young wife. I don’t see Jada as a victim in this at all, though their thirty-year age gap is jarring. She married Darrin for money and status. He married her for her good looks and for sex. Transactional.

That’s exactly what I don’t want in a relationship. Probably why I told Brooks I wanted a partner and not just a coven member with an obligation.

“Brooks has a point. I want you to leave.” My words are firm, absolute. I’m not smiling at all, and I hope I look the way Brooks does, like I’m not human. I don’t feel human when I assert myself like that. I feel powerful. “If you want to arrange a get-together where I can actually spend some time with the kids, then we can do that. Otherwise, get lost.”

“We drove all the way down here because you couldn’t be bothered to call us up,” my father continues, looking from Brooks to me like he’s found an easier target. “Do you have any idea what’s going around the internet? All the rumors and the videos and this … occult garbage that you’re participating in. How do you think that reflects on me and your stepmother? Where have you been?”

I stare him straight in the face as Brooks shifts, throwing his shadow across the pair of them. The air smells like sparks and violence. If I don’t end this now, Brooks will end it for all of us.

“I was pledging my soul to three witches in the woods,” I say, and then I yank on Brooks so that he’ll step back, and I slam the door in both of their stupid, stunned faces.
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I slide the dead bolt in place as my father pounds his fist on the door, screaming hurtful things at me. When I turn around, I find Brooks looking back at me. He has the barest edge of a smile brushing his lips, but there’s a tightness to his jaw that says he was this close to taking control of that situation.

“We’ll give him time to cool off,” I say, my voice an odd, reverent whisper. “And then we can invite him to dinner and make him impotent.”

“I know a spell for that,” Brooks tells me, and there’s something in the cadence of his voice that makes me realize that he did listen to me today. That he heard me. That he thought about it. Brooks took the whole day to ensure that he understood my needs—and then he took steps to start meeting them.

Action driven. Focused. Determined.

Yeah. It’s hard for me to admit it, but he’s a natural leader.

I swallow and take a step back, putting a bit of extra space between us that he doesn’t allow me to have. He’s right there, pressing his palm against the inside of the stained-glass window on the door. My dad and his wife can probably see our silhouettes, but I don’t care.

The horned shadow on the wall to my left is arching her back and pushing her breasts into the antlered monster towering over her.

“I’m glad you told that fucker off.” Brooks smiles gently as he leans down, but his eyes are fierce. Embers and ash. Smoke. Flames. “But we’re still consecrating that broomstick—and I’m still going to spank you.”

“I’m not going to like it—” I start, and then Brooks is spinning me around and yanking my pants down. His hot palm cracks right over my ass, and I let out a sharp sound that embarasses the hell out of me. Not when they’re still on the porch!

“Stop lying, Kate. I want nothing but truth from those pretty lips.” There’s a rustling from behind me as Brooks pushes his pants down. The best I can do is seal my lips shut on a sound as he presses his way inside of me with his massive cock. He’s right: I am lying. I love that initial breaching of my snug body, the way he stretches me wide around his girth.

Definitely bigger than that broomstick handle.

I spread my legs as wide as I can, but my jeans tangle around my ankles, trapping me.

Brooks eases his way in until he’s bottomed-out, pressed tight against my ass with his flannel shirt brushing my naked skin.

“There we go. You’re so sweet and willing, Katelynn. I love that.” He rubs a hand up my back, and I dig my teeth into my lip until it hurts. Don’t speak, Kate. It’s just like the woods. Don’t say a word. Brooks doesn’t make it easy, sliding out until only the tip of him is inside of me, and then slamming his way back in. Hard.

I manage to keep quiet until I hear Darrin’s car pull out of the driveway.

How did they get here with the spell of foreboding in place? I wonder, but then, that’s the positive of Brooks being the leader. It’s not my problem to worry about it.

Brooks sweeps my braided hair off the back of my neck and kisses my nape with a possessiveness that I didn’t see coming. The other two, I guess it makes sense. But this? I didn’t think he wanted me this way. That he only wanted me for the coven, for spells.

That kiss hits different. There’s a tenderness to it, an attempt on his part to give me what I asked for. The touch of his hands, the feel of his lips, the thickness of his body inside mine … it feels like he really wants me this way.

Like a woman and not just a North.

Next step: if he could want me as Kate, and not just as a woman.

“You’ll like it,” Brooks tells me, and then he fists my hair and slaps my ass with his other hand. “Consecrating that broom. I’ll make sure of that.”

“I don’t remember telling you that you could fuck me,” I whisper, and he laughs, pressing his cheek against mine and trapping my face against the glass of the front door.

“Kate, I’m not playing that game with you until you admit that you like me back. It’s alright. I can wait.”

And he does. He just stands there, waiting to see if I’ll crack. It takes a few minutes, the pair of us frozen against the front door, his body trapping mine. Our shadows don’t seem to be having the same issue, writhing together like animals.

“Shit, you’re so mean. Yes, I’m interested in seeing what it’s like if … you’re not actively treating me like garbage.”

“God, you have a way of making me feel guilty,” he murmurs, turning his head so that his lips are pressed against the back of my neck again. “I never feel guilty about Tanner or Marlowe.”

“Liar,” I whisper back, and then he’s pulling my hair and spanking me again. He does it a third time, before I can say anything else. A fourth time. Fifth. My cheeks—both sets—are red, my body pushing back against him in search of relief from this frantic need for friction.

“No. I hate liars. I’m not going to lie to you.” Brooks pins me there, a commanding presence at my back. He fucks that way, too, like he’s giving orders. I like it—love it—but one day, wouldn’t it be interesting to see if he’d give in to me the way Tanner did this morning?

His cock glides easily inside of me, fueled by my own lubricant and resisted only by the natural clenching of my inner muscles. My body is slammed into the wood door repeatedly, making my legs go weak, forcing my hands to claw at the door in search of something to hold onto.

The sensation is overwhelming, this full, satisfied feeling between my legs. It’s a warm relief that covers up both the physical ache, that base need, but also the one in my heart. I’m all alone in the world. I have nobody to catch me if I fall.

Had. Had nobody to catch me if I fell.

Literally.

I’m going to fall right now if Brooks doesn’t catch me. He’s turned my knees to jelly.

He snags the fabric of my shirt, shoving it up in the front. I moan so loudly that I’m sure if we hadn’t cast a spell on our house, that someone would’ve heard. He yanks my bra down, my breasts slipping from the holey fabric of my shitty sports bra. They bounce as he ruts me into that door, nipples aching for a touch he won’t give just yet.

Brooks doesn’t hold back on the hard, punchy movements of his hips, and I end up collapsing. He snags my waist as I go, but doesn’t stop the fall, lowering me to my hands and knees in the hallway.

He pulls out of me, and I let out a groan that echoes painfully around the foyer.

“What the fuck, South?” I whine, letting my head fall, breaths wild and frantic.

“Shh. I want that, too, just me and you. Sex for pleasure. Sex for connection. But we have to deal with that goddamn gate.” He cups my pussy hard from behind, a big hand owning me with a single firm grip. With the heel of his hand, he rubs lube into me and massages me at the same time.

Is this the lube that Tanner made?

It feels good, a nice warm-up that precedes his fingers slipping inside of me. Brooks works that sweet-smelling lubricant into my pussy, ensuring I’m nice and wet before he draws away again.

I feel something else touch me, and then he’s pressing an unyielding hardness inside of me and I’m consecrating the broom.

“Sto—” I never finish the word, fingers digging at the carpet as I come to pieces, orgasming hard around that smooth, wooden shape as he moves it rapidly in and out of me. The miraculous part of that is he never exceeds the depth at which he just fucked me with his cock.

Oh.

I fall onto my elbows and Brooks withdraws the broom. I can feel him studying me, my tits out, my breathing rapid and husky. I look at him over my shoulder, his pants undone, cock hard and wet, witch hat back on his head. All six red eyes on the cone blink rapidly at me.

Tanner and Marlowe stand on either side of him, also wearing their hats.

I roll onto my back, kick off my jeans, and then sit up on my elbows, looking up at them.

“Spell’s not done yet,” Brooks informs me, almost apologetically.

Marlowe steps forward and then squats in front of me, putting the final witch hat on my head.

His eyes are black pits, his lips in a neutral frown. I’m not sure he knows what to do with me now that I’ve slipped past the first of his walls. That hatred he was flinging my way was like a shield around his heart. I don’t know what to expect from him now.

There are red roses on his hat again, tangled thorny brambles around the cone.

I open my legs, and he wets his lips as he looks between them.

“Shit.” Marlowe crawls over me, slotting his cock against my wetness and then pushing the rest of himself inside. It feels different now, looking into his eyes, my hand on his shoulder. “Wow, Kate,” is all he says, and then he’s rutting me into the runner rug on the hallway floor and burying his face against the side of my neck.

I can see Brooks on his knees behind Marlowe, both his eyes and the ones on his hat locked on my face and waiting. That’s what really does it for me, the waiting. Tense. Poised. Watchful. His shadow antlers look like they’re sprouting directly from his head.

Marlowe is rough and messy and fast, filling me with his cum and biting onto my neck at the same time. My eyes stay locked with Brooks, aware that this doesn’t end until he decides it ends.

My fingers tangle in Marlowe’s dark hair as he draws away from me, fingertips stroking over his scalp and giving him goose bumps. He pauses to study me, silky red petals falling from his hat and drifting over my breasts.

We have a lot of talking to do, but neither of us is very good at that.

“God.” Marlowe stumbles to his feet, slamming a hand into the wall and closing his eyes as he tries to get himself together.

Tanner eyes him as he crawls over to me, pausing on all-fours above me. Our eyes meet, and he offers a comforting half-smile, cocking that fancy brow in a silent question. Ready for me? My hands lace together behind his neck as my legs circle around him, drawing him close.

“Hello again, kitten,” he grumbles, that growly, scratchy voice doing all sorts of wonderful things for me. Chills. Goose bumps. A tightness in my lower belly. Tanner rubs his stubbled cheek against my smooth one, and I make a sweet sound.

He covers my mouth with his, pushing my right thigh open for better access and slipping inside of me like I’m not still dripping Lo’s cum down my cheeks.

We kiss frantically while we rut, but I don’t close my eyes.

I steal glimpses of Brooks from around Tanner’s broad shoulders, nearly knocking the latter’s hat off as I play with his gold-and-black hair. He draws back, putting a palm on the wall just above my head and using his body to block my view. Like he knows. A tight pursing of his lips is the only challenge he issues.

Tanner fucks me nice and hard, the muscles in his lower belly tightening as he comes with the full length of his shaft buried between my legs.

“A pleasure, as always,” he growls, but like he’s angrier about having to move than he wants to admit.

And then Tanner is gone, and I’m looking into Brooks’ eyes again.

“I told you that you’d like it,” he says, and I let my head fall back as he climbs over me like he was always meant to be there. Like he never left. Our hands are all over each other, searching and testing new boundaries, discovering new things.

The hair at the back of his head is so soft. An incredibly intimate detail that I never knew I needed. Brooks draws back slightly, looking down at my dirty pussy and the puddle of cum on the floor beneath me.

His lip hooks up on one side, a very confident but enigmatic sort of smile.

“Ahh, Kate.” He lifts his eyes back to mine again, like looking away for even a few seconds is too long. Brooks puts the head of his cock against me, pushing between my fuck-swollen folds and dirtying himself up with the mess his coven left behind.

I’m gathered into his arms, consumed by his heat and size. Brooks finds the bite mark that Marlowe left on the side of my throat, and bites right over it. Claiming me. It’s a hard bite, sharp witch canines puncturing my skin and making me dizzy.

It feels amazing, and I never want him to let go.

Don’t make drastic decisions during sex. Don’t fall too fast. Don’t give too much up to people you don’t even know.

I hear my own warnings, but I’m not sure that I heed them.

Brooks is slow and intense, driving deep and hard, and then holding it there. Kissing me sparingly, making me lift my head and work for it. He’s so good at that, I forget that time is passing.

It’s just him and me and a foyer that’s filled with stained-glass sunlight and, as time passes, growing shadows. Our shadows. Shadows from outside. A mix of hazy black shapes and sharp, feral ones.

I’ve never quite been fucked like this, not by any of the Witchwood men and certainly not by Nathan. Brooks has taken over, like there isn’t a part of me he isn’t touching or kissing or rubbing against, his huge body contracting and moving above me.

He orgasms, but doesn’t stop, slipping two fingers in beside his own spent cock and using them on me until he’s hard again. Over and over and over he does this. Never stops. Never gives either of us a chance to breathe. He makes me come, too, nuzzling my neck and sighing as he enjoys the quivering and the thrashing of my body beneath him. Not once, but a few times.

I lose count. It’s hard to tell where one climax ends and another begins. It’s just me and Brooks, our bodies tangled.

We end up spending so much time in the hallway that it’s dark when we finally roll apart.

Hours have passed.

“What the fuck?” I ask as I stare up at the ceiling. There’s a pool of blood next to my neck that sure as hell wouldn’t be normal if I were human. A pool of cum and magic lube and witch cum underneath my rug-sore ass.

I touch my fingers to my throat, but Brooks stops me with a hand on my wrist. He turns onto his side and leans over me, putting my fingers into his mouth and sucking the blood off them. His green eyes close in bliss, but the ones on his hat go all loopy and half-lidded with pleasure.

“Mm. Let me take care of that for you.” He reaches past me for the jar of salve that’s sitting on the entryway bench. There are so many shoes under that bench now, shoes that aren’t mine. A strange warmth curls through me, like a promise.

I blush as Brooks rubs minty salve into my neck. He moves back, giving me space for the first time in hours and watching as I touch my fingers to my neck again.

There’s no wound there.

My creepy shadow looks down at me, cuddled up next to Brooks’ with the massive antlers.

“What did we just do?” I whisper, knowing that a single orgasm from each of us would’ve been enough to finish the broom consecration. Tanner and Marlowe only had one climax each. That means the rest were … extras.

“Like you said.” Brooks turns to me and narrows his eyes. “A wedding.” He sits up and his creepy shadow slides down the ceiling and across the wall, long and weird and dark, so much darker than the shadows cast by the porch lights through the stained-glass windows. “I haven’t been acting like a husband should, but I’m going to start right this very second.”

“How so?” I ask groggily, rolling onto my side and trying to remember how to stand up and walk.

I’m wrecked. I’m thoroughly wrecked, and it’s amazing.

“Hm.” Brooks makes a sound and then he turns and scoops me up, rising to his feet and trailing his monster shadow behind him. He walks me up the stairs to the bedroom, puts me on the mattress, and then climbs over me. “Just relax and fall asleep.”

He puts his mouth between my legs to clean me up (my cum, his cum, their cum), and then stays there until I’ve climaxed again and finally drifted into a peaceful sleep.
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Kate

Shit.

My eyes fly open and I try to tell myself that the second half of yesterday never happened.

What the hell, Kate? I think as I sit up and look down at Brooks. Unfortunately, he’s already awake and looking right back at me.

“You’re going to try to run again. We’ll have to stay in the same room all day today.”

Fuuuuck. Didn’t I say that I wanted off his radar? I’ve just put a big, fat target on myself.

Brooks is going to turn some of that unnervingly confident energy down on me. More than he’ll give Tanner. Or Marlowe. There’s a promise in those verdant eyes.

“I’m going to hop out a window first chance I get,” I retort, and it’s clearly a joke, but he wraps his fingers around my wrist and holds me in such a way that I know he wouldn’t let go even if I begged. Maybe. Or is that all in my head?

“Tanner and Marlowe got the branch—and a few other items on our list—last night, but we need to get this done today. I’m not having this shit hanging over my head when I’m trying to start a life with you.” Brooks isn’t joking.

His hat isn’t on for once, so I’ve only got the two poison-green eyes looking up at me.

My skin flushes, and I know without a doubt that by accepting his invitation last night, I earned myself exactly what it was that I said I wanted.

Brooks McDowell—as a husband.

I can feel it as he looks at me, this esoteric intent.

“Start a … God.” I laugh as I stare at the wall, letting my head fall back. It’s got to be fairly late in the afternoon, but nobody woke me up. I’m used to sleeping in on weekends. There’s nobody else around but me. I didn’t expect these annoying men to be so polite and let me sleep. “Right. Let’s just focus on the spell. It’s a shock that the police haven’t come to interview me yet.”

I turn and throw my legs over the edge of the bed, Brooks’ fingers loosening and sliding down my arm. My skin feels cold when he stops touching me. Am I so lonely that I’m diving headfirst into this?

My shadow is on the wall, a little horned thing held by an antlered forest beast. I look over my shoulder at Brooks.

“They come everyday and stand on the street, trying to figure out why they just can’t get themselves to cross the distance. They promise themselves they’ll do it tomorrow, and then they come back the next day. It’s been happening since we cast the foreboding spell.” His words are innocuous, but his expression is not.

I remember him stabbing me in the leg with a needle, sewing me into a pair of monster-leather pants.

“That’s … probably not good,” I say, watching Brooks carefully as he sits up and scoots toward me. Puts his hands on either of my arms from behind. I shiver and close my eyes. It feels so good to be touched. It’s been so long. Five years. Five years and even then, Nathan did not touch me like this. Not at all. He was either pawing or reluctant. Brooks is … not either of those things. “We can’t get that detective back from the Witchwoods, and we were the last people he ever spoke to. Eventually, this is going to come back and bite us.”

“No.” Brooks is firm, commanding, and I almost believe him. Who wouldn’t, with that look on his face? “We’re going to handle it.”

“Are we?” I ask, because I don’t know him at all. He seems trustworthy. He seems like he knows what he’s doing. But he was also trapped in the Witchwoods for two years, wrangled three unsuspecting people into the mess with him, and then took control even after we got out.

He’s dangerous. If I can trust him, then I’m lucky because I have a lover and a weapon for life. If I’m unlucky … this is going to destroy me.

Big risks, big rewards.

Like the Witchwoods.

“We are. Get up and get dressed, and we’ll take care of this tonight. Before we start work on Monday, we’ll be finished with this fear spell.” He presses a kiss to the side of my neck that gives me goose bumps, and then stands up. “Let’s clear everything else out of our way so that we can focus on each other.”

Yikes.

What have I done?

I get up and get dressed only when Brooks turns his back. I’m not bending over with his eyes on me. I’m definitely not getting anywhere near him.

The abrupt change in personality is a little much for me to handle until I realize that it isn’t abrupt at all. He’s still a domineering jerk who tells me what to do and fucks me whenever he wants. The only difference is that he’s decided to like me. Doesn’t like me yet, just that he decided to.

And Brooks gets what Brooks wants—even from himself.
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We’re at the farmer’s market in Arcata, on a grassy plaza with businesses in historic buildings across the street. It’s nice and neat, with four roads that crisscross at the corners, way too many palm trees (this is northern California, so … um, what?) and colorful stalls hawking wares.

Like, almost literally hawking wares. This is Arcata, so it’s wild. The first man we pass tries to sell me a metal pin with a banana slug wearing a witch hat on it. I actually do stop and buy one, pinning it to my shirt.

The wicker shopping basket hung over my arm looks like something sexual, but the men and I can’t agree on what that is.

I think it looks like a man’s balls, but Marlowe thinks it looks like a pair of tits. Brooks is convinced that it’s an ass. And Tanner swears that it’s a pussy from behind, with the woman bent over and all that.

So, I think that tells you a lot about their preferences—and also mine. Whatever it is, the basket consists of two rounded wicker bowls stitched together. It’s honestly weird, and I only kept it because it belonged to my grandma. We’ll store our purchases in this provocative thing.

“Nice basket,” a woman tells us when we stop to buy fresh strawberries. I grin and pass over the cash. Her gaze tracks to the boys, sticks there. Holds on way too long.

Sure, we’re wearing oversized witch hats. In the middle of a farmer’s market. But it’s Arcata. It’s not that weird.

I decide that I kind of don’t care if it is. The sky is blue. The produce looks good. I fucked Brooks. Well. Brooks fucked me, but yeah.

“We don’t need strawberries,” he tells me, being an ass in an effort to make up for the sugary sweet things he said to me last night and this morning. “And we’re not here for banana slug pins either, Kate.”

“And? What’s your point?” I ask, pausing to eat a strawberry and closing my eyes against the warm rays of sun on my face. Sweetness explodes on my tongue when I chew the fruit. I hear kids laughing, and the sound of a Hula-Hoop contest being played. “What if we die trying to close that stupid gate? I’m going to have a beautiful morning, just in case.”

I open my eyes and all three stalkers—I mean, men—are staring at me.

I dig into the basket and emerge with three more strawberries.

“Well?” I ask, gesturing at them. It takes a minute, but all three accept tiny strawberries in their massive hands, and they eat them more or less at the same time.

Look at them. Feral. Handsome. Beautifully arcane. It’s like how I felt outside of Miriam’s house, as if the Witchwood Boys just don’t sit right. Watching them eat, it makes me ache in inexplicable ways.

Tanner licks juice from his lips with a heathen’s tongue, teeth biting gently over the pad of his thumb before he sucks it clean. Marlowe exhales, and his face is freakishly neutral (who is he if he isn’t scowling at me?). Brooks crosses his arms and tries to look right at me, like he’s trying to figure something out. Like he didn’t see enough of me last night.

I feign ignorance.

Stupid witch hats with eyes and ears and … strawberry plants on their brims. Didn’t want us to wear them. Brooks was insistent about it, so I couldn’t argue. I’m starting to get the idea that whenever the guys want me to do something without complaining, they say it’s for the spells we need to cast. It’s probably only true half of the time.

Anyway, it’s Arcata, so people do say things like wow, love your hats! which is nice.

People also film us.

People ask us about the Witchwoods.

People are staring at us, but I figure they were going to stare at us no matter what we did.

“The spell of foreboding isn’t working,” I tell Brooks, and he nods grimly.

“It only works on the house, Kate,” he replies evenly, but I still want to punch him.

“Alright, what’s on the list?” I ask when all three men just stand there looking around like they want to die.

It’s the first time I realize that they might be uncomfortable in such a large, tight crowd.

“Let me check.” Tanner digs into the pocket of his jeans with two fingers, eyes sweeping the plaza like he’s looking for threats. Does he know something I don’t?

“Garlic scapes,” Brooks says without even looking at the list. “Olive oil—extra virgin.” He doesn’t even try not to sound sexual.

“I want a fucking hot dog,” Marlowe murmurs, as listless about the idea of shopping for spell supplies as I am. Yes, I want to close the gate. It’s vitally important, but I meant what I said.

I want to have a nice morning … just in case.

The Hag doesn’t just eat bodies, right? She eats souls. I want to give mine one last gift beforehand. Everything seems okay, and I’m sure it’ll be fine.

But what if?

“Oh, shit,” Marlowe says suddenly, turning away and putting a hand to his forehead. He looks like he wants to die. Could it be his parents? I lean to the side, so I can see what’s caught his attention.

Miriam and Dennis are right there, staring at us through the crowd as people step away from them. Look over at us. Back at them.

It’s probably a fairly well-known thing around here, huh? That Marlowe’s candlelight vigil is coming up, and here’s Marlowe … standing in the Arcata Plaza. Alive. Twenty years younger than he’s supposed to be.

“I am not doing this.” Marlowe is a bundle of hot fury. “My father was Marlowe Waverley, okay? I never met him. Bastard took off. Stop fucking looking at me,” he growls, and the crowd shifts, at least pretending to look away.

Miriam and Dennis sidle up to us, and it gets weird very quickly. Brooks mutters something like, dragged by the dick again before putting his hand on Lo’s shoulder.

“Deal with them. Quickly.” Brooks releases him.

Marlowe stiffens up as Tanner takes a step back, trying to distance himself from Lo’s private drama as best he can. I’m sure Tanner knows what’ll happen if he interferes. Lo already hates him.

Miriam lets out a strange, soft exhale, drawing my attention back to her and Dennis.

I don’t offer them any strawberries. In fact, I’d like it if they went away for now. If this is one of my last days alive, I’m not doing this.

“Don’t belittle his memory like that,” Miriam whispers as Marlowe turns to face her. “We’re not here to bother you. It’s an accident that we ran into each other.” She looks quickly over at Dennis, like she expects him to speak up. He doesn’t.

“Belittle my memory,” Marlowe asserts, like Miriam’s words are a slap to the face. “You care more about the fantasy of who I used to be more than the reality of who I actually am. Leave.”

Miriam’s lips part in surprise.

A sea of colorful butterflies spills across the clouds above her head, hundreds of them. Thousands, maybe. Cat-sized butterflies. They’re all glowing and nobody sees them except for—

“I fucking told you, Mom!” a teenage girl is yelling, pointing up at the sky. She slaps her other hand over her mouth, eyes wide as she tracks the butterflies through the air. Long blue hair. Septum piercing. Expression of utter disbelief.

Marlowe glances her way and blanches, whipping his gaze away, like he doesn’t want her to spot him. Like … they’ve met before?

“That’s enough of that,” an older woman says, slapping the girl’s hand away from her mouth. Ouch. That’s not okay. “I’ve had it with glowing cats and horses in the backyard. I am done.”

The girl is dragged away through the crowd—I’m guessing she’s maybe sixteen or seventeen—but our eyes meet before she disappears, and I feel somehow that we know each other. A horned shadow flickers behind her, but I just assume it’s mine.

These shadows move sometimes, like they’re not attached to us at all.

If they do move, no amount of light will cause us to cast another shadow. It’s eerie.

I shove through the crowd quickly, jostling people with my booby basket. My ball basket. My pussy basket. My ass-ket. Whatever.

I grab onto the girl’s arm and lean in, lowering my voice to a whisper.

“Have you been inside the Witch’s Tree?” I ask, and she startles, sliding her arm out of her mother’s grip. She turns to look at me as her mom hands over some cash for a bag of potatoes.

“He gave me a mask, so I didn’t talk,” the girl tells me, brow raised as she offers me an unflattering onceover. This brat. She digs into the bag at her side and passes over an oddly familiar metal mask. “Here. Give this back to that Waverley guy for me. Thanks for the cool social media videos. I feel seen.”

And then she’s shrugging and turning to follow after her mother.

Huh.

So … if someone’s been inside the tree, they can see magic? I’m developing theories as I go. Brooks doesn’t know the answers to this stuff either. We’ll all have to learn it together.

Together. After I understand why I’m holding Marlowe’s mask. Carefully, I place it into the pervy basket. Somebody taps the brim of my hat, drawing their finger around to the front as I’m circled like something stalked.

Tanner.

He grins at me, but the expression doesn’t land. He looks … off.

“Vigil’s canceled, and we have an open invitation to dine at the Waverley’s place.” Tanner slips his hands in his pockets. His shirt is stuck to his chest and his forehead is dewy. I wonder if he’s okay; it’s not that hot out here.

“Who’s the girl, Tanner?” I ask, as calmly as I can.

“That kid just there?” He nods with his chin in the teenager’s direction. “She was in the Witchwoods a few weeks ago—our time. I remember her. Marlowe put his hand over her mouth when she tried to talk.” Tanner lifts a finger to his lips as I gape at him.

Marlowe violated me, but he helped her?

I could scream, but then … I understand it, too.

A few weeks ago in Witchwoods time means years back here. That girl would’ve been fourteen or fifteen at the time. Just a kid. But damn. Damn.

Marlowe must’ve really wanted me, feeling like he missed out on an opportunity.

But then … maybe it’s because she wasn’t a North?

Brooks and Marlowe push their way through the crowd to stand beside us.

“You let a little girl go?” I ask Marlowe, trying to interpret the closed-off expression on his face. Somehow, he has a hot dog in his hand. His cheeks flush with color. Anger? Embarrassment? “Gave her your mask?” I gesture at it, and he lifts the corner of his lip.

“I wasn’t about to beat up a kid and force her to join the coven. We would’ve had to cast spells the hard way, with blood and sacrifice.” He huffs and takes a bite off the end of his hot dog as I narrow my eyes. Lo doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t want to acknowledge what he just implied.

Not willing to hurt a teenager, but perfectly willing to assault me and drag me into a coven where we have to cast all our spells with rough sex. I’m so conflicted right now. Do I like Marlowe more for letting her go? Or less for deciding that I was an acceptable sacrifice?

“Did Miriam buy that hot dog for you?” I snap, my voice laced with salt.

Marlowe only shakes his head.

“I stole it,” he says, and I roll my eyes, digging out my wallet and handing over a five.

“Go pay for that, please. We’re not stealing from small businesses.” I shake the cash at him and he snatches it from my hand. I grab onto his wrist before he can move back, forcing him to meet my eyes. “Was she …?”

I have to know this. Now. I have to.

“A North?” Marlowe replies, wetting his lips. He finally dares to meet my eyes. “Yeah, she was.”

We keep looking at each other, but in the end, I have no idea how to respond to that. I’m happy that Marlowe’s morality prevented him from beating up a kid to get out of the woods. I’m a little uncomfortable with how easily he was able to violate me. It’s complicated.

He shoves the cash in his pocket and makes no move to go pay the worker at the hot dog stand.

“The person running the stand gave me this hot dog and said welcome home, Marlowe.” He sighs and finishes off the last bite. “I figured telling you that I stole it was less weird than that.”

I let out a long, slow exhale, my fingers slipping off his inked arm. Did he just get goose bumps? Hard to tell with the tattoos.

“Brooks, I knew your sister!” somebody shouts as they pass by, and Brooks closes his eyes for a minute. He hasn’t asked about his sister’s kids or grandkids, hasn’t wanted to visit his old house or the cemetery where his family is buried. I’m not sure if he’s just prioritizing Witchwoods business or if he’s avoiding his feelings altogether.

I look from Brooks to Marlowe and then over at Tanner. He really doesn’t look good, like out of the three of them, the crowd is hardest on him. A woman approaches our group and lays her hand on his arm, a move that instantly puts him on edge. He turns to her with an expression that would have me letting go and running in the opposite direction.

“Don’t touch me.” His voice is cold as he stares down at her hand before looking back up at her face. Damn. I’ve never seen that expression on him. Makes me wonder how little I know about this man.

“I—” The woman seems surprised by his response. I can see why. She’s gorgeous. It’s probably easy for her to get attention from men. Just … not this one. I quickly step between the pair of them, granting Tanner some much-needed personal space.

“We’re married,” I say easily. It’s a weird lie to tell. It doesn’t feel like a lie at all. My horned shadow dances gleefully behind the startled woman.

“Sorry,” she grumbles, flipping her hair. “I was just going to ask for his number.”

The woman takes off, and I turn around to see that Tanner is hard-edged and wild.

“Give me your hand,” I say soothingly, holding mine out for him to take.

He looks down at it, and then up at me.

Our fingers slide together and we flee that plaza like the Hag Wytch is on our asses.
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I guide the men into the safety of a store called Moonhouse Tea and Herbs that sits across the street from the plaza.

It’s peaceful in here, cool and fragrant. The soft purple walls are decorated with wooden shelves and lined with jars filled with herbs and dried tea leaves. Incense burns in a holder on the counter, and only two other people occupy the store with us. A single customer and a single employee from the looks of it.

Tanner takes a seat in a cushy armchair near the front windows, elbow on the arm of his chair, face in his hand. I don’t ask him if he’s okay. Clearly, he’s not.

I’m not surprised by his reaction. I’m only surprised that it took him so long to have one. Marlowe’s had a few fits himself. It’s Tanner’s turn to get upset. Brooks … eh, I can’t see him ever showing so much emotion.

I read the board on the wall behind the counter. This is one of those places where you browse the jars of tea and then take the flavor of your choice up front to have a cup made. I’m going to pick something soothing out for Tanner, chamomile or lavender maybe. Definitely herbal.

“Fuck, what a find,” Brooks murmurs. I assume he’s spotted some herb we could use for spells. Then I look over and he’s staring at me. The largest eye on his hat shifts to the right, studying the jars of tea. Then another eye shifts. Four more flick that way. His green eyes follow last, and I shiver as he walks over to the shelf, hefting one of the jars in his hand. “Oh, yes, what a find.”

Those green eyes are in flames. The air reeks like a bonfire.

Is he talking about me or the store?

Brooks collects the jar in the crook of his arm and then continues on, reading all of the labels. Marlowe stays close to me, and we leave Tanner to decompress in the chair. Not sure I want to be alone with Lo right this very second, so I choose a safer subject than Miriam and Dennis. Than the teenage girl we just ran into.

“Have you ever seen Tanner like this?” I whisper, picking up a jar to read the label more carefully. This one looks nice. Lemongrass, orange peel, cinnamon, and ginger root. It promises relaxation on the little sticker with the crescent moon in the corner. I’ll go with this.

“I’ve never seen Tanner in a crowd,” Marlowe reminds me, studying me curiously. He looks at me even more strangely when I approach the counter with the jar and order four cups of this blend—iced.

“It’ll take about ten minutes to steep and chill, is that okay?” the girl asks, and I nod, noticing the way her eyes drift over to the six-foot-huge tower of man and muscle in the witch hat standing on my left. Brooks approaches on the right, laying out four more jars beside the one with the tea in it.

“An ounce of each,” he tells the woman as I squint at the price tags on the jars and try not to panic. This is going to be expensive, but that’s okay. We’ll get the other half of the money from Mrs. Madsen soon, and we can take on a bunch of other jobs. With the men helping me, we can more than quadruple the amount of work I usually do. I’m going to need it, too. These guys can eat.

I tap my card to pay, and I swear that I see Brooks’ eye twitch. Wait till he finds out that I can pay with a phone or a watch, that’ll really fuck him up.

I head back over to where Tanner is waiting, staring at the market out the window.

“I’m sorry, kitten,” he tells me, as if he has anything to apologize for. There are four armchairs in a circle around a small table with a chess set. I make the decision to sit in his lap, and he looks at me like I’ve managed to surprise him. Both of the wolf ears on his hat are erect. Just those though. No other erect things to be seen.

“Sorry for what? For getting overwhelmed? Tanner, you lived in the woods with no other people. This is a huge shift in your reality.” I perch uncomfortably at the end of his leg, and he chuckles, wrapping an arm around my waist and dragging me closer.

My blood fizzes at the contact.

He notices.

The skin around his pretty eyes tightens; the corner of his lip edges up.

“For putting any burden on you at all.” His hand cups the side of my jaw, and it gets really weird there for a second. “That is what I’m sorry for.”

“Are you being real with me or just telling me what I want to hear?” I ask gently, and Tanner blinks like he doesn’t understand the question. He tilts his head.

“You ordered us tea?” Marlowe interrupts, standing above us, hands on his hips. He teases his left canine with his tongue while staring down at me on Tanner’s lap. Doesn’t like it. Deals with it and takes his seat in the west, tea plants sprouting from his hat brim.

Brooks sits in the south, and looks at me strangely, like I should be sitting in the northmost chair.

I’m not moving from this spot.

“Yeah?” It’s a question. I tuck my hair behind my ear. It’s loose today, wavy from being braided while I slept last night. I can’t believe how long it is, trailing down to my belly button. It was shoulder-length before I entered the Witchwoods. Stupid magic forest that gives women long hair. And men big— “The blend I picked is supposed to be relaxing. Tanner can drink it and then—”

“Christ, what the fuck?” Marlowe breathes, staring at me from too-wide eyes. “Who are you, Kate? You’re taking care of us?” He sounds scandalized but pleased. Also disgusted. Also turned-on. I’m not sure how to react to any of that.

Knowing he helped a girl escape the Witchwoods is making me feel … something towards him. My lip curls. I was somehow smiling at Tanner. Lo is more confusing.

“Why wouldn’t I? Didn’t you promise to do the same?” I shift on Tanner’s lap, and he makes an inappropriate noise. I give him a look, but he’s only smirking back at me, my strange question forgotten.

“I have a rough, ugly moment, and this woman buys me tea. Fuck.” Tanner takes his hat off and sweeps his fingers through his hair, scanning me with his fog-and-sea gaze. Silver and blue. Inhuman and exquisite. His fingers grip the cone of the hat, squeezing indents into the black leather before he drops it on his head again.

He wets his lips.

Our shadows are kissing on the wall.

I pretend not to see that.

“Why are you guys so surprised by that? It’s not even a big deal.” I shift again, and Tanner makes another sound that has me scrambling off the chair and flopping into the spare one like my ass is on fire. I have this feeling that even if he doesn’t like crowds, he also doesn’t care all that much about propriety. If he felt like fucking me, he’d make it happen by whatever means necessary.

“It’s a big deal to see that someone is suffering, and then do something productive to change that.” Brooks doesn’t look at me, observing the people across the street through the shop’s front window. They’re a colorful group, dressed in tie-dye and flowing skirts, juggling torches or practicing with wooden swords. “You’re far too sweet for your own good.”

I bite my lip.

“Leave her alone, Brooks. She’s allowed to treat her man nice if she wants to.” Tanner leans back in the chair, boneless and beautiful. Whatever emotion was taking over him outside, it’s gone now. I get it. He time-traveled decades into the future. Transitioned from silence and isolation to rowdy crowds and social media. He doesn’t have to pretend to be okay.

“Fucking tea,” Marlowe growls under his breath, also not looking at me. Good. I don’t want to look at him either. We haven’t had any deep conversations since he told me some romantic shit about happy accidents. That I was his. That he’d be mine.

All three men are staring out at the plaza now, and I wonder if it looks much different now than it did in their time. Pretty sure it was roughly the same when Lo went missing, but Tanner and especially Brooks …

When the employee calls our order out, Marlowe is up and on his feet faster than I can blink. He stalks across the room and returns with four cups, setting them on the table in the center of the chairs. I take the one with the pink straw, relaxing in my seat and studying the pale orange brew inside.

The men do the same, but you’d think they’d never had iced tea before. They all just stare at their drinks like they’re creeped out by them.

“Drink. Relax. God only knows how badly you all need that.” I take a sip, and while the tea is relatively weak (I feel that way about most herbal teas), it’s bright. Citrusy. It’s good.

The shop is silent. The incense continues to burn. The other customer orders a mug of tea and takes a seat near the bay window on the other side of the door. I can see her casting furtive glances our way and then … yep. She’s filming us.

I sigh and drag my phone from my pocket, taking a moment to look at what I’ve been avoiding. Sure. Not to actively avoid the rapidly evolving relationships with the three creepy witch stalkers you found in the woods.

There we are, still the top searches on several different platforms. Trending on social media. Plastered across the internet alongside conspiracy theories (I hate that the ones about us are true). Mostly, it looks like the men have attained the title of witchy thirst traps, and I scroll through photo after photo and video after video of them. Some of these photos and videos are from fifteen minutes ago, in the plaza.

I sigh and tuck my phone back into my pocket.

“Leave it to you guys to go viral and make this so much harder,” I grumble, sucking on my straw. Tanner finally does the same, wrinkling his nose.

“This tastes like the shit Brooks keeps in the kitchen pantry.” Tanner chuckles, but he sucks the rest of his drink down and then slams the cup on the small circular table next to the chessboard, like he’s just finished a shot of strong booze.

“This is way more drinkable than that rancid bark-and-moss toilet water that he brews.” Marlowe sucks on his straw and looks at me in a way that says maybe he’s recalling the blow job that I gave him in the trees outside Miriam’s house.

I pretend not to notice, but my scalp prickles.

“That bark-and-moss toilet water was necessary, so that we didn’t get scurvy.” Brooks is looking right at me, but last night was so weird that I refuse to make eye contact with him. Did I seriously have sex with all three of them in the hallway next to my front door? Did I seriously tell my dad to piss off?

I did, and now I’m regretting it. Part of the reason that I was playing nice with him was because I wanted to get to know my siblings. Doubt that’ll happen now, but it sure as shit felt good to slam the door in his face.

“Just in case we die soon, is there anything you guys want to say to either me or each other?” I ask, toying with my straw and staring at my tea instead of at them. It’s interesting, to see the men being casual with one another. The bromance could be cute if given a chance.

“We’re not going to die,” Brooks tells me, as if he can possibly predict something like that. “What sort of man would I be if I let my new bride get hurt?”

I close my eyes and take a calming breath. This is on you, Kate. You started this by telling him what you wanted. Pretty sure he’s still misinterpreting my meaning. I open my eyes up and continue to stare at the ice cubes inside my cup.

“We’re seventy years into the future, Brooks,” I say, finally dragging my gaze up to his.

He doesn’t seem to care, removing the lid on his drink and sipping the tea from the edge of the cup instead. We spent hours rolling around on the floor last night. Hours. He sucked me off until I fell asleep.

“What’s your point, Kate?” he asks, and I’m pleased to see that he didn’t call me North. He’s actually called me Kate a bunch today. “I shouldn’t treat you well? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying that you don’t need to act like a caveman. Just … be a person. Treat me like a person. It’s that easy.” If I sound mildly aggravated, it’s because I am.

Brooks leans forward, elbows on his knees, cup tucked between his huge paws. They’re matched pieces of art, inked with sweeping black antlers in broken lines across his fingers. A bat. A creepy eye that mimics the huge red one on his hat cone.

It’s narrowed and staring right at me. The remaining five eyes are closed.

“It’s my job to take care of you, of this coven.” His voice is easy, factual, like always. It’s his body language that gives him away. He shifts a little in his chair, like I’m having some sort of effect on him, too. It’s subtle, but it’s there. “There’s nothing that you can say to dissuade me from that.”

I look down at the chessboard and then up at him. The eye on his hat blinks slowly.

“Play me.” I lift my chin. “If you win, I’ll let you behave however you like. If I win, then you listen to what I’m telling you and make adjustments accordingly.”

“I wouldn’t make that bet if I were you,” Tanner warns as Marlowe scoffs and crosses his arms.

Too late.

Brooks’ green eyes flash, and he flicks the other five on his hat open. Somehow, I feel his hand on my shoulder even though he’s sitting all the way over there. It’s his shadow, long dark fingers curled around me, witch claws poking into my skin.

It doesn’t just look like his shadow is touching me: it is.

“Yes, Kate. Yes.”

He sounds so incredibly eager when he says that, like some starving forest monster.

Shit.

Brooks and I scoot forward, still looking at each other.

Screw this guy. I’m taking him down a notch.

White is already on my side of the board, so I go first. I used to play chess with my grandma all the time. I’m good at it. Damn good.

Brooks is … also good.

The shop remains quiet, beautifully insulated against the colorful tumult outside. I like that. We’re close to the action, but we’re not in the action.

No, we’re somewhere far worse, like the ninth circle of hell, playing chess against a demon.

Against a witch.

But … I’m a witch, too.

I think about caressing Brooks’ crotch with the hand of my own shadow. Only we can see it, so where’s the harm? My focus narrows down, searching out that strange dizzy feeling that hit me when I first entered the Witchwoods.

I don’t know how magic works, and I don’t care. But it’s like something that was hidden inside of me came undone when I crossed over. If Marlowe hadn’t attacked me, if I hadn’t gotten trapped, I would’ve slipped away from those woods with this power unleashed but unsatisfied.

Being in a coven feels like being whole.

Brooks curses as my shadow manages to slide her palm over his jeans, his eyes lifting from the board to my face.

He scoots another piece forward. Incense curls around us, heady and thick. I can feel Tanner in the east, Marlowe in the west. But my eyes are fixed in a southerly direction.

Right at Brooks. Eyes locked with Brooks. We’re not looking at the chessboard anymore. Our shadows help us guide the pieces to the right places. Antlers and horns, tangling like wild animals above our heads. Twisted shadows.

“Weirdest damn game of chess I’ve ever seen,” Tanner remarks while Marlowe continues to sit there looking bored.

“Sluttiest damn game of chess I’ve ever seen.” He only looks bored. Sounds pissed.

I’m sweating about halfway into the game, looking for an advantage where there is none. It’s becoming clear relatively quickly that we’re evenly matched. I don’t like those odds.

The shush of felt-bottomed rooks sliding over the marble chessboard. The shift of Brooks’ denim jeans against the leather chair beneath him. The soft exhales from my own mouth. I reach up and grab the leather hat brim on either side of my face, tugging it down and tucking it against my ears.

Brooks’ hat watches the board while his eyes stay on my face.

“Cheater, when do I get a sentient hat?” I grumble, and Brooks snorts the way he does when he’s about to tell me something important that he didn’t bother to relay before.

“The more you wear it, the faster it’ll happen. Stop resisting so much, Kate.” He smirks and moves a piece forward with two purposeful fingers on the queen’s crown. “Why bother, when you’re so eager?”

I move my king and he quirks a brow, still studying me with envy-green eyes.

“Eager for magic and eager for you are not the same thing.” I can be as stubborn as he is.

“Not true. They are the exact same thing.” Brooks’ words sizzle on his tongue, like leaping embers, and my entire body flashes ice-cold and then white-hot. He smiles at me. Moves his queen again.

This son of a bitch.

I move my king.

The game goes on.

After a while, Tanner gets up and orders some more tea. The blend he picks out is caffeine heavy and delicious. I tuck the straw into the corner of my mouth, sucking on it as I make my next move.

Brooks laughs, like me sucking on a straw is some sort of invitation.

“Oh, Kate,” he says with a beautiful sigh, tilting his head to one side. Charms sway on the brim of his hat as he pushes another piece into place.

God. I can’t lose. I will never live it down if I lose this.

This is the hottest match of chess I’ve ever played, I think, even having been in the chess club in high school. I could beat all the boys there, and it never felt like … whatever this is. Attraction, that’s what.

This … maybe isn’t so much a witch thing as a Brooks thing.

A man born before my grandma is doing it for me.

Brooks exhales and then reaches up to rub a hand across the back of his neck, frowning down at the board.

“Shit, you’ve got me,” he admits, and I notice there are only three moves he can make, all of which end in disaster. I smile as I look back up, and a muscle in his jaw flexes. “You win, Kate.”

I stand up, nervous hands tangling in my own too-long hair. I stress-comb it with my fingers.

“Yeah?” I ask, tearing away from the most erotic gaze I’ve ever seen to look down at the board. “I kicked your ass, huh?”

“Damn, kitten.” Tanner throws his head back in unashamed laughter. His shadow does the same, double tails swaying. “You schooled Brooks, and it’s fucking beautiful.”

“Huh,” is what Marlowe says, blinking at me in surprise. Why didn’t anybody here think I could play chess?

“You’re all old-fashioned, is what you are. Even Marlowe.” I park my hands on my hips and raise a brow when Brooks leans back in his seat, arms crossed. He’s almost smiling but not quite. “What? No arguing with me, telling me that you’re just rusty from years out of practice? That I distracted you with my boobs or something.”

“You did distract me with your boobs—and your shadow—but it didn’t affect my playing,” he says plainly, as if we’re not out in public at all. It’s like we’re in a bedroom together, and it’s uncomfortable. My body is a traitor with an unreachable ache. “You won, fair and square.” And there’s that smile, blooming in full. It’s dazzling, and it’s terrifying because I can see in his eyes that he’s just gained an even greater desire to beat me next time.

I understand that. I feel the same way. This could be fun, a little power struggle between me and him.

“You did good, Kate,” Brooks tells me, nodding and taking his eyes off of mine so that he can study the employee behind the counter. When I look over, I see that she’s filming us, too.

We just hotly played chess while wearing witch hats and sipping tea.

This is not how a normal person stops being viral. I’m only making things worse for myself.

I reach up with tattooed hands, momentarily distracted by my own ink. I’m still not used to having anything more than a single banana slug design on my ankle. Now I’ve got horns on my fingers, and a moth with a train of spiderwebs on my hand. Lotuses. Leaves. An upside-down triangle with a slash through the tip.

Yes. I’m a part of this trending problem, too. I should stop blaming the guys’ abs and take a little bit of responsibility for this. I’m the one that said that stupid camping thing and started a meme.

“Can’t we do a spell that forbodes people from us?” I whisper, dropping my hands into my pockets and wondering why I chose to wear overalls and a long-sleeved orange shirt with white stripes. Am I trying to encourage continued speculation on the internet?

“Sure.” Brooks sounds almost nice for about two seconds there. “Right after we finish gathering the ingredients for the invisibility spell we’re not quite done with, and the spell of fear we have to cast on the Witch’s Tree. Then, we’ll have to get the items we need to bind the gate permanently. After that, we can cast a spell that forbodes people from us.” Brooks stands up, like that’s that.

End of discussion.

I should’ve spit in his iced tea.

But let’s be honest, he’d have probably liked it.

I know Marlowe would. I look at him, and I can’t resist.

“I thought you could just spit in my mouth and make a spell happen? Seems that isn’t how it works.”

My words don’t faze him at all.

“Oh, it works. It just can’t do something of that caliber.” He grabs the back of my neck and leans in, eyes on my mouth. “Why? You want to try it and see what happens?”

I slip away from him, moving to stand behind my chair.

“Maybe I should go buy the rest of the ingredients real quick while you guys wait here?”

Brooks laughs at me, ignoring my question as he passes by and heads for the door.

“Yeah, sorry, but that isn’t going to happen.” Tanner stands up and offers me his elbow. I take it, pushing out the front doors after Brooks while Marlowe trails behind.

Ebon caws from her perch at the edge of the shop’s striped awning, but she doesn’t fly down to join us. Maybe she doesn’t like crowds either?

“Just to clarify: all spells are this much of a pain in the ass? With this many ingredients?” I just want to know what we’re up against here. Because I want to keep playing games of chess that’re basically sex in public without anyone seeing me. That is the sort of modern witch I want to be.

“Some literally are a pain in the ass,” Tanner says, glancing over at me. His wolf ears are halfway folded, and oddly cute. They’re at complete odds with the edge of blond stubble on his jaw, and the silver scar streaking down the right side of his face. “But we could make that fun, too.”

My hand flies up of its own accord, and somehow I’m on tippy-toes and rubbing one of those wolf ears. Tanner goes still. His blue eyes shift to mine.

“Can you feel that?” I ask in more of a whisper than I intended.

“Oh,” he says, deep and low and dangerous. Just like that first day in the cottage when he discovered a North at his dining room table. Yeah, way back when, about eleven days ago. “Of course I can.”

I release him suddenly and he frowns as I drop back down to flat feet.

“Stay here. We’ll come get you before we leave.” I’m trying to give Tanner an easy out, but when I start across the street after Brooks, he’s right there beside me.

“No. We’re doing this together. Goddamn, you’re still trying to run, kitten.” He stays to the right of me, even in the dense group of people occupying the grassy square.

We head to a booth selling rabbit meat. Yes, that’s a thing around here. Tanner wanted to just shoot a wild rabbit, but apparently there aren’t any in my backyard, so I talked him into this.

“I’m not trying to run,” I grumble, which is true. If Tanner wants to act like he doesn’t know I’d come back and find him, fine. I’ll just have to prove it at some point. “Even if I were, do you think Marlowe or Brooks would let me run away?”

“Do you feel trapped with us?” Marlowe asks from behind me, voice low and warm against my ear as he leans around me. I turn suddenly and he steadies me with his hands on my shoulders. “Do you?” His eyes are wide and dark, drawing the truth from me.

“Yes.” I pause there for a few seconds to let that sink in. “But we’re never going to know if that’s true because I’m not going to ask you to leave. Does that make sense? It doesn’t matter.”

Brooks tosses two frozen rabbits into the erotic basket that’s hanging off my elbow. When Tanner tries to take it from me, I resist. I can carry five pounds of rabbit meat with my fragile lady hands, too.

“Hell, if I don’t have to carry it, I’m happy.” Tanner pretends like it doesn’t bug him to leave me with the basket, but it does. Marlowe doesn’t care either way, but I think Brooks would refuse even if I offered it to him. The look he throws over his shoulder tells me that’s true.

Salty sore loser. My lips twitch with the beginnings of a smile.

Then I see the reflection of the Hag Wytch in the silver tines of a wind chime made out of forks. It’s hanging off the booth next to me, swaying in the breeze. We’re being watched. I think of that girl, the one who pointed up at the Witchwood butterflies.

Can she see the Hag, too? Will she be safe if the Hag gets out? Will anybody?

Right.

We buy dried lavender; we buy goat milk.

We take it all home and cast a spell in my backyard.
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Kate

I decide that I really like that copse of trees near the fence. Shields us completely from the neighbors. Very useful if you’re going to light a bonfire on your back lawn and dance naked while painting your skin with blood and ash.

“This is what we’re doing?” I ask as Brooks tears his shirt off and tosses it aside, kicking off his boots and undoing his pants as I watch. Oh, hell. Those muscles on his hips. “Can we just go over the dance a few more times with our clothes on?”

“Kate, you’ll catch on like you did before. Take your clothes off.” He smiles, and I sense something vicious coming my way. “Or I’ll do it for you. Remember?”

With a long sigh, I take my shoes off. My overalls. My shirt. Bra. I hesitate when it comes to my panties, but then I see that my leather pants are folded on the grass in front of me. When Tanner was setting the spell up, he must’ve left them here.

Okay, so not dancing naked in the backyard per se, just topless. I sigh again as I take my panties off and switch into the pants. Put the bone necklace around my neck. Replace my hat. We don’t wear boots this time, something to do with connecting to the earth or whatever.

“How long will we be invisible?” I ask, curious to see if this is actually going to work or if we’re going to end up like the emperor with no clothes. Literally, no clothes. I wish my boobs were covered for this.

“As long as we’re painted across more than thirty percent of our body,” Brooks explains, a bucket of blood on the ground next to him. I don’t ask where the men got it, but I’m assuming it’s from Tanner’s deer hunt. I don’t know for sure. Some of the blood in that bucket is mine, too. The mens’ blood.

Brooks tosses a handful of liquid onto the fire, and the smoke turns red. He twists his fingers in the cloud above the flames, guiding the shape of it into something interesting. It looks like a snake as he draws it through the air, and then banishes it with a flick of his fingers.

Marlowe and Tanner take my hands, and I look at Brooks across the expanse of flames between us. I can hear Flick barking from inside the house, but he has to stay in there. We can’t afford to mess this up.

Each time we see the Hag, I wonder if that isn’t going to be the time that she’s actually here. The moment when she’s fully crossed over. When she comes for us.

We’re being hunted, and it’s only a matter of time before we get caught.

That’s not even a magical sense of any kind, just the instinct of my mammal brain.

My eyes catch on the upstairs window and the blurry reflection of the Hag Wytch, moving around like she’s inside. If she were, Stix wouldn’t be curled up in a black ball on the windowsill. Breathe, Kate.

We start to dance, twisting our bodies and lifting our hands in the air. I’m the only one that doesn’t understand the footwork, so it takes me a few turns around the fire to get it. When I asked earlier if there were easier ways to cast this spell, they said yes—in unison.

With twice as many ingredients and some spitting stuff that I won’t even get into.

I’m willing to dance to avoid that.

The sun is setting, and the sky is this insane mix of navy blue and bright orange. I love that, caught between one status and the next.

We release the hold we have on the other’s hands, slap our own palms together, and run through a series of hand movements that belong in a pop star’s music video. It’s difficult, and I’m not a fan. But it works.

The guys begin to hum, and I join in, trying not to marvel at the way the wind picks up, dragging ash from the bonfire and into the air. It twists like a snake and dives into the bucket of blood beside Brooks’ feet.

“Unseen things that walk the woods, we pay obeisance to you.” Brooks drops to one knee, and the others follow. I manage to hit the ground just a second later. “We worship you.”

But his eyes are following something in the sky that I can’t see.

Both Tanner and Marlowe raise their bows. They fire at something that remains invisible until their arrows pierce its skin. Some sort of reptile with wings appears above us, tumbling down and splashing into the blood.

It spatters across all four of us, dripping down our faces.

What. the. fuck? It’s been nothing but weird and weirder since I met these guys.

They all stand back up, so I do the same, watching as they use three of my nicest horse-hair paintbrushes to dip in the blood and ash mixture.

“Those are really expensive,” I warn them, but it’s too late. They’re already painting their skin red.

I look for a fourth brush, but there isn’t one.

All three of them surround me without saying a word, their hats low over their brows, the sun setting and coaxing their shadows out to play. Monsters are all over the lawn in the shape of our silhouettes. The porch lights have just switched on and thrown them out, all the way to the end of the woods. Those are some long, skinny, creepy shadows. They’re almost sharp.

They are sharp.

So are the men, with bands of shadows over their own eyes. Brooks’ dangerously neutral mouth. Tanner’s quirked half-smile. Marlowe’s teeth digging into the right side of his lower lip.

The first brush glides over my skin, scarring the paleness of my arm with violent red. Soft, wet strokes on my exposed flesh that leave me trembling in a circle of barely-restrained witch men.

“This spell is all about control,” Brooks breathes out, his voice catching as he teases my nipple with the tip of his brush, turning it in a slow circle and forcing my hands into fists as I struggle to keep still.

“Control?” I whisper as he trails the brush over my navel and to the waistband of my pants. Inside my pants. I hiss as the warm brush teases my clit. Brooks uses his free hand to push his hat brim up and out of his face.

“Yes. We’re going to make ourselves want to fuck you, and you’ll do the same. We need to be quivering, Kate.” Brooks makes it sound sexy, rather than horrifying.

“You write these spells yourself, don’t you? Have you ever wondered whether you’re deranged or not?” I’m not trying to flirt with Brooks, but he is massaging my clit with the warm bristles of the brush and I like it so much more than I want to.

“I am deranged. Why would you think otherwise?” He smiles tightly, twists the brush oh-so slowly. “I could’ve suffered alone in those woods. Instead, I chose to damn three other people.” Brooks withdraws the brush, dashing a stripe of blood down the length of my nose.

Marlowe is the one who finishes my lips, dragging the horse-hair along the seam of my mouth. Across my jaw. Up to my ear. I shiver, but he doesn’t smile. Blood drains down his face from biting too hard on his own lip.

I reach up and press my fingers against the red on the side of his mouth, and he startles. He lifts his head, eyes wide and dark.

“God. Don’t do that. I don’t need any help getting there, Kate.” Marlowe scowls as he pushes my hand away from his face, licking his lips and slapping a spot of blood on my forehead with a flick of his brush.

Did he just tell me that he’s already hot for me? How? Who is this person?

I yelp as I brush slips into the back of my pants, sliding between my ass cheeks.

“This is the dumbest spell ever,” I grind out, but then I turn and Tanner is right there, dripping blood down his naked chest. Out of the three of them, this look suits him the most. He’s an animal. “Hi.”

Tanner chuckles at me, and the sound vibrates my left arm. He draws the brush from my pants and flutters it up my spine, twisting this knot inside my lower belly. I like sex. I liked it way more than my stupid ex. But these guys … I feel like I’m going insane.

How was my sad, lonely birthday less than two weeks ago?

Georgia is definitely going to kill me when I tell her what’s going on inside my head.

“Hi? That’s all I get?” Tanner tsks his tongue, tracing the leather edge of my low-slung pants with his brush, helping Brooks and Marlowe cover every square inch of exposed white flesh in warm crimson. He teases my nipple, and I find myself digging my nails into my leather-clad thighs. “Why don’t you tell me how this feels, kitten?”

“It feels good.” I blurt the words, fingernails scratching at my thighs. Between the chess match and this, I’m all wound up. Not having sex for a spell really is harder than just doing it. This is embarrassing, looking at each other and feeling this way without getting lost in that haze. “It’s … I like it, even if I shouldn’t.”

“Shouldn’t?” Tanner says, frowning. “No such thing.” He reaches out with two fingers and closes my eyes. His brush is light across my lids, firmer against my lips, a pressure along the front seam of my pants. “The four of us understand the woods. That’s enough. Nobody’s the same after coming out of there.”

His heat disappears, like he’s stepped back, so I open my eyes.

I can see my reflection in the window behind Brooks, my face painted entirely in blood.

“This is ghastly,” I whisper, looking at the three of them, similarly painted in red. Naked chests inked and scarred with the symbol of the coven. Pointed hats covered in weird charms. If this gets posted on social media, we are so completely and utterly fucked. The last thing we need right now is another viral video. “This spell … you’re sure that it makes us invisible?”

“Not to each other,” Brooks replies, and I almost scream. I close my eyes and then open them again once I’m calm. “What? You don’t believe me?” He sounds so relaxed, like he doesn’t have an erection pressing against the front of his pants.

Marlowe curses and slips a hand under his own waistband, curling his lip as he tries to adjust himself. We look at each other, and I’d swear that he was blushing if he wasn’t both covered in blood and also scowling.

“If we walk into those woods,” I begin, trying to keep it together, “with all of those cops, wearing blood and leather and bone necklaces, we’re in trouble.” If I sound nervous, it’s because I am.

Brooks admitted earlier that he’s never tried this particular spell before. Very reassuring.

“We’re not committing any crimes,” Tanner drawls, like he finds this whole thing amusing. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“It’s not crimes that I’m worried about: it’s social media.”

But Tanner is from 1988, and Brooks is from 1955. Marlowe might be from 2004, but all he knows is the goddamn Badger Badger Badger video. They don’t get it. Fine. They don’t need to. We just have to get this done.

“I’m putting a lot of trust in you guys.” That’s all I say before I step away from them and, barefoot and bloodied, I move through my back gate and into the front yard.
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We walk down the sidewalk together, past colorful Victorian houses and cars parked in driveways or on the street. Use the crosswalk. We don’t encounter anyone outside or any cars driving by, so it’s hard to say whether the spell is working or not.

Ebon soars above like she’s keeping watch, but poor Flick had to stay behind.

I breathe a sigh of relief when we step under the thick canopy of redwood trees without being arrested. The ground is moist beneath my bare feet, and everything smells fresh, like rain and sea fog and pine.

I know how to get us to the Witch’s Tree as well as anyone else, so I lead the way. We snake through the thick red trunks of the trees, past clusters of lime-green ferns, and ignore the brown signs that indicate the official trails.

Marlowe adjusts his metal mask, making me acutely aware of my own. We’re all wearing them, but only on the chains around our necks. We haven’t put them over our mouths just yet. This spell might make us invisible, but it doesn’t dampen sound. It doesn’t keep our feet from leaving imprints in the soft earth. We’ll have to be careful.

I brush the fingers of my right hand across the trunk of a tree, gathering dew from a clump of moss. A banana slug is tucked right up against it, like it’s trying to use the moss to hide from predators.

Not unlike what we’re doing in our efforts to avoid the Hag Wytch.

I turn to the men, only to find that they’re gone.

My heart stops, but I don’t feel that gnawing emptiness in my veins that I did at the cafÃ© when they walked away. They must be close, but where the hell—

Strong hands clamp onto my shoulders, and two of the men appear in front of me, hopping out from behind a pair of trees. I glance back to see Tanner peering down at me, like he expected something besides total apathy from me.

“You were supposed to scream, kitten. We need a scream of fear for this spell.”

I narrow my eyes at him before turning to the other two.

“But it’s you guys,” I tell them, and that seems to mollify the situation quite a bit.

“Well,” Marlowe huffs, ruffling up his hair. “It doesn’t matter who the scream comes from, does it?” He fixes his mask in place and then takes off in the direction of the Witch’s Tree.

We find a group of people clustered around the trunk. It’s dark out, but there are plenty of flashlights in the searchers’ hands to help illuminate the darkness. The tree itself is cordoned off in yellow caution tape, like a crime scene.

If only these people knew what it really was: a gate to another world.

Marlowe walks right up to one of the men in the group, and not a single person notices the four barefoot witches wearing blood instead of shirts.

It’s working.

I’m so beyond relieved that I could cry. Not only would it be extraordinarily mortifying to be caught up while topless and covered in blood, but … since nobody else can see the witchy shit, I had to truly consider if it wasn’t all in my head.

This makes me feel like it definitely isn’t.

Marlowe grabs onto a man’s shoulder from behind, tipping a glass bottle to his lips with the other hand. The man screams and whirls, panting and staring at the space where the massive witch man stands without comprehending that there’s anything there at all.

“You okay, Josh?” someone else asks, but the man is not okay. He backs away from Marlowe while looking right through him. I watch as our coven’s Westwoods pushes the cork into place on the skinny neck of the bottle, and then tucks it into his pocket.

“Hell no. There’s something wrong with these woods, I’m telling you. Ghosts or some shit.”

“You didn’t piss your pants, did ya Josh?” a woman teases, a badge slung around her neck.

The others laugh at him, but it’s an uneasy laugh, like they know something isn’t right here, too.

Brooks and Tanner put their masks on, so I do the same, following them over to the tree and pausing in front of it. There it is, in all its stumpy glory. Cut to the quick and seared with the pain of a lightning strike. The hole is right there, almost beckoning. My fingers itch to slip inside of it, to see the glory of the Witchwoods again. It’s as mesmerizing as it is terrifying.

I almost ask now what? But I can’t talk. All I can do is follow along.

At least this time, I have some idea of what to expect.

“Guess I’ll do it then, go down on that freshly fucked pussy and suck you off. You’ll love it when I tilt your head back with my thumb on your chin, lean down, and put that load into your mouth with my tongue.” Oh, fuck, Marlowe.

He told me that’s what the fear spell involved, didn’t he? I haven’t forgotten. The invisibility spell set us up to be horny, and then … Good planning on Brooks’ part.

My entire body breaks out in goose bumps as Brooks takes his spot on the opposite side of the colossal stump. I face him, but I can’t see him. It’s just as well, considering the way we played chess together. That was the smuttiest game of chess ever, and nothing even happened.

I let out a nervous exhale that’s swallowed up by the metal of my mask.

Tanner takes up his place in the east while Marlowe claims the west.

The men start to move, so I follow along. I mimic what they do, these absurd dance moves that require me to leap and jump in ways I wasn’t sure I was even capable of. In perfect silence, we dance around that tree while the rescuers discuss the fate of Detective Gilley and a woman named Vivienne that must be the K9 handler.

In the sparse moonlight, and the bright beams of flashlights, we dance.

Around and around and around until I’m dizzy.

Marlowe uncorks the top of the glass bottle, and the man’s scream flows out like liquid fear.

All of the searchers jump at that one.

“Did you hear that?” one of them asks, but what are they going to do about it? I glance back at the group as they look right through me, through Marlowe and Brooks and Tanner. That same sense of power and strength that I felt before comes roaring back, and I find myself licking my lips as our dance slows. Stops.

Brooks tugs his mask down, his bloody lips parted.

“Do you find this amusing, Kate?” he asks, and the sound of his voice makes the group startle again. Tanner removes his mask, and then he laughs. Marlowe lets out a little growl. That’s enough for the group. They each find rapid excuses to leave without giving voice to their actual fears.

“I’ve gotta pick up my kid,” the woman in the badge says with a forced laugh.

“I’m sure there’s paperwork to be done somewhere.” Josh is making a beeline for the parking lot and tugging at his collar with a single finger. The rest of the group drifts away with him, leaving one brave sucker behind.

“Ah, come on, it was just the wind,” he calls out, but then he’s alone with us and a shiver travels down his spine. Tanner walks right up to him, leans down and grins beside his ear with sharp teeth.

“Boo.”

The man leaps in the air and then starts power walking after his colleagues. Those searchers can hear us, but I bet they won’t admit it because they’re afraid to make such outrageous claims in front of one another.

Tanner rejoins our circle, and I let my mask swing on its chains as the dance resumes, murmuring whatever it is that Brooks murmurs. Things that don’t make any sense. The words we speak are an awful, unspeakable poem. This is clearly going to cost somebody something.

A spell like this is going to be expensive.

I can feel the cost of it in my veins, struggling to keep up with a dance that gets almost too fast for me to comprehend. It’s all I can do to stay with them—and just barely.

It’s a relief when Brooks falls to his knees and the rest of us do the same.

He removes a knife from his belt and carves a symbol into his forearm. Once he’s finished, he does the same to Marlowe, to Tanner, and finally … to me. Being a witch, it doesn’t hurt any less to have a knife stabbed into my skin than it did before.

Turns out, being a witch is not so different than being a person.

It takes great effort to cast a spell, a lot of ingredients and time and sacrifice. Just like it does to take action and change one’s life.

The knife hurts pretty damn bad, making my eyes prick with tears that I refuse to let fall. When the men stand up and form a circle around me, I lift the wound on my forearm and they lower theirs down like they’re paying homage to the rough triangle drawn on my arm and bleeding.

Like the shape that’s tattooed on my finger.

It occurs to me, as I pant and sweat on my knees, exhausted from the dance, that if the men were okay with the cops hearing us … why did we bring our masks at all?

Because they’re worried about the Hag.

Because they’re worried, inevitably, of somehow being sucked back into the Witchwoods.

This close to the tree, I can feel it. I can smell it. The taste of magic is all over my skin, and I easily see now why the search is still ongoing. There’s something here that’s pulling people in. It’s pulling me in.

The situation is so tense, so serious, that it’s almost a shock when the men begin to undo their pants. I knew this was coming.

Plus … I like it.

If I didn’t, I wouldn’t do it. I should be honest with myself. If I hadn’t started liking Marlowe, I might’ve killed him instead.

Brooks is right in front of me, massive cock in his hand. He’s stroking himself unhurriedly, his attention fixed. With his body painted red with blood and his leather pants drooping on his hips, he looks absolutely feral. They all do, these wild, ink-bodied creatures.

Pretty. Brooks is shocking, like something caught halfway between a nightmare and a dream. Not quite halfway.

He does things to himself with his hand that he knows I find intriguing at the corner of my eye. I keep my gaze on his instead, ignoring those blurs at the edges of my vision, taunting me but being refused.

We’re locked in battle, me and Brooks. I thought it’d be easier to let him win, but I’m not sure I can do it.

When I can see that he’s close, pearly and slick at the tip, I reach forward with my hand to finish him. His fingers come down and clamp my wrist tight, and I’m being refused.

Again.

I hate that.

I need to kick his ass at a few more things before I let him win again.

“No, no touching. Not yet. There’s a time and place for it.” And then he’s quickly working himself to completion, still looking into my eyes as he comes on me. Hot seed spattering my skin as my throat tightens, my fingers digging into the earth on either side of me.

We never stop watching one another, not when his jaw tightens and his eyelids flutter with pleasure. Not when his cum drips down my breasts. It’s honestly strange, but I love it. No matter what we’re doing, the eye contact is what I like best.

Brooks gets on his knees beside me.

“This,” he says, gently fisting my hair. His eyes burn. “This is the time and place.” His metal mask and my metal mask, they clank together when he draws in and kisses me. Brooks pulls away, using his tongue to clean the salty cum from my lips. Holding tight to my hair as he drags his tongue down the length of my jaw, as he nibbles at my ear.

He moves down to my shoulder and then to my clavicle, lingering over my breasts. He’s licking all the seed from my skin, and a wave of goose bumps follows in his wake. Brooks sits back, pressing his lips closed.

With our eyes still locked, he begins to hum one of those strange songs from the forest under his breath. He turns and traces his finger over the earth in a triangular shape, bringing flames to life along that exact path. The fire doesn’t spread but instead, it stays where he put it, a sigil of flame locked into position on the forest floor.

Brooks leans down and presses his lips to mine again, using his tongue to push the seed from his mouth to my own.

“Hold it there and hum,” he whispers to me, and I can’t decide if this really is part of the spell or an excuse to convince me that I should keep his release in my mouth.

Brooks sits back on his calves as Marlowe takes his place to stand in front of me, black eyes implacable and liquid with heat. He turns his hand in a corkscrew motion around his cock, the edge of his lip lifting. It never fully blooms into a smile, caught there like a beast in mid-leap. Not quite an assault, not quite a retreat.

Marlowe lets his head fall back, but that quirked lip remains. He twists his hand around his shaft, cruel and manipulative with his own flesh. It’s a reflection of how he sees himself, like something dirty and ruined, a man cast aside by the two people he loved most in the world. Lo jerks off like he’s punishing himself, like he’s taking all of his pain and frustration out on his own dick.

Like he enjoys the hurt.

My lips part in surprise as I watch him fuck his body with his hand in a way I never would’ve thought to touch him. Maybe I still won’t. Maybe I should do the exact opposite with him? If I were loving and gentle, how would he respond?

When his sack tightens, and his shaft twitches in that tight grip, I close my lips and wait for the sticky, hot touch of his seed on my skin. Marlowe resists the pleasure, like he doesn’t feel he deserves it. His pants are undone, but not pushed down, like he wouldn’t even allow himself that small vulnerability.

He’s going to be fun sexually, I think. I’m going to break him with a soft touch.

Marlowe doesn’t make a sound when he comes, but he does bite into the skin below his lip. Makes himself bleed with a circle of teeth, like a macabre crescent moon on its side. He drops his eyes to mine only then, shaking his cock out and then tucking it away with one hand.

I’m waiting in anticipation for him to get on his knees for me, and he doesn’t disappoint. Marlowe drops hard enough that dirt puffs out around his knees. With his fingers digging into the dirt, he leans forward and offers me these long, hot licks across my aching skin, his own eyes closed.

When he opens them to look at me and begins to hum, I’m shaking. He hasn’t touched me anywhere else, just with his tongue. Marlowe turns and traces the sigil of fire. The flames die off, steam hissing as a channel of water appears in its place, eternally flowing through the triangle.

This time, I’m the one that closes my eyes as he leans in, pressing his lips to mine. I open up, so that he won’t try to force me with his tongue, and I can feel him smile against my mouth. He leaves me with the mixed taste of him and Brooks on my tongue, and I hum again, following the same pattern that I did before.

It sounds like I’m trying to curse someone with my lips sewn shut. I knew we were casting a spell of fear, but a wave of cold dread hits me, and I suddenly realize how afraid I should be.

The Hag Wytch eats people. She consumes their souls—whatever that means.

Being a witch and smut-spelling the world away doesn’t make me exempt from death. It doesn’t exempt these men. They could easily be killed, and I’ll never have the chance to get to know them.

Marlowe retreats as my mind spins, calmed only by the sight of Tanner as he steps in front of me. His eyes meet mine, and he smiles down at me. Determined. He’s genuinely decided to give this his all, and he seems to be the type who takes promises seriously.

He said it, so he’s going to do it—the rest of the world be damned.

“Hey kitten,” he tells me, throwing out a nickname that makes no sense, that he got from god only knows where. I wonder how many other women he’s referred to as kitten before.

I stay where I am, my forearm dripping blood onto the forest floor, my breath puffing in the cool dark. If our bodies weren’t glowing, it’d be pitch-black in here. We are our only light source, us and our sigil.

There’s absolutely nobody around now, and the yellow caution tape flaps in the wind, almost as if in protest. Fear ripples out from the tree, and we’re not even done yet. It’s going to get more intense, and I have to brace myself for it.

“Relax,” Tanner purrs at me, pulling these long strokes down his cock until he’s collected some of the pre-cum from the tip. He lifts his palm up and rubs it down his lower abs, just below his belly button. I like what I’m seeing, but I keep my lips pursed tight, observing him.

I understood the first time that the ritual doesn’t include me touching them.

A breeze curls through the woods, stirring the boughs above our heads. All I can do is sit there and observe a blood-dressed man in a necklace of bones and dead roses jerk himself off. It’s exquisite, something wild and arcane that’s just for me.

Tanner is firm and lazy in the way he fucks his fist, tilting his head to the side and studying me the way I’m studying him, like he absolutely loves the view. My cheeks heat with pleasure, and the smile he gives me in response is so worth it.

“Damn. Beautiful.” He raises his fancy brow at me, working his jaw. Flicks his crown with his thumb. Groans. “Savage.”

Tanner finishes on my face and hair, and I just sit there, quivering with the want to touch him. I can see in the shake of his hands that he wants the same with me. Unlike Marlowe, he’s all over me when he comes down, pushing me onto my back and kissing away the cum on my hair, licking the rest off my face.

He keeps just a small amount, like the other two, and then hums his way through the notes. When he transfers it to me with a kiss, his palms on either side of my head, I’m struck. I’m already humming my part before he draws his lips away, and I can feel him laugh.

I’m scrambling to sit up now, so that I can watch him draw his own lines in the air with a finger. A breeze curls over the sigil of water, blowing it from the channel in the dirt like a small tsunami. Liquid rushes across the ground, some of the cool water stinging my bare feet as I lean back on my palms, knees cocked, and toes pressed against Tanner’s thigh.

Clouds form in the shape of the sigil, white ones that hover in place, their glowing mists swirling. The movement is lazy and slow, like the way Tanner touched himself.

“Now,” he tells me, glancing over his shoulder. As he stands up, he turns to face me, flanked by the eyes of Brooks and Marlowe. “You have to take care of yourself.”

“But first,” Brooks adds, with no small amount of glee. “You have to swallow.”

Fucker. I narrow my eyes, and he does the same with the ones on his hat.

Fine. He thinks I can’t do it?

I swallow, the mixed taste of them tingling on my lips. This is so weird. And it is. But that’s okay because I’m here for it.

“I have to … take care of myself?” I repeat hesitantly, gaze sliding to one side.

Marlowe misinterprets both my words and my expression, offering a low laugh.

“Think you can handle it?” he challenges, putting his hands on his hips. Both he and Brooks are all tucked away in their leather pants while Tanner’s remain open in the front. He’s put his cock away, but he didn’t bother to tie the strings of sinew that make up the laces. I can still see that smear of pre-cum on his lower abs.

“Oh, I know I can,” I reply, also offering up a derisive laugh. “I’ll always know my body better than anyone else.”

Brooks squats down beside me, meeting my eyes in challenge. Uh-oh. Oh shit.

“We’ll see about that,” he tells me, forcing eye contact as I undo the laces on my own pants, shoving them down my hips to mid-thigh. I slip a hand between my legs and find that I’m so wet that it’s even dripped down my ass to the dirt below.

I’ve never been so turned-on, but I’m not going to tell them that.

With deft, confident fingers, I slip into myself with a hard single thrust, using the heel of my hand on my clit. I’m softer there, but rougher between the legs. It works so good, almost too good. Brooks stands up, and there they are in all their glory, wearing witch hats and mixed expressions of greed and lust.

I come so fast that it makes my own head spin, hitting a personal record for speed and intensity. I’m gasping and choking on my own breaths, sitting there splay-kneed in the dark of the woods. My thighs quiver the way Tanner’s did, and I break into pieces right there in front of my coven.

With the old redwoods as witness, I struggle up to my knees and point at the sigil with a single wet finger. I draw the shape.

Plants sprout, and I could almost cry at the sight. Their glowing green forms unfurl from the earth at my command. I no longer feel the fear emanating from the shape, not anymore. It’s like I’m immune to it.

“Now what?” I ask, getting to my feet and fixing my pants at the same time. I don’t look at the men. I can’t, not with the afterglow quickly fading away in the face of urgency. We’ve finally succeeded in keeping people away from the Witch’s Tree.

We still need to bind this doorway.

Brooks waves his hand at the sigil, and my plants fade away and die, withering to the ground and forming a dark stain on the earth between two massive, old roots.

“This will last for thirty or so days. If we haven’t sealed the doorway by then, we’ll need to redo it.” He looks up at me, and I swallow back the urge to feel embarrassed. Fight it, Kate. Doesn’t work. I’m embarrassed, but I meet his gaze anyway and do my best to fake apathy.

“Thirty days? Okay, that gives us plenty of time, right? Thirty days is a lot.”

“Is it?” Brooks returns, shaking his head at me. “That’s only one day in the Witchwoods.”

Oh. He has a point there. I shiver all over, reaching up to touch my metal mask. Do we … have to go back in there? I’m not quite sure what Brooks is saying.

“We’ll get the supplies together as quickly as we can and take care of this. For tonight, we’re done.” He walks away from the group, like he has somewhere important to be, and I roll my eyes.

“He enjoys the struggle, you know?” Tanner tells me, tucking his hands into the rear pockets on his pants. That’s how good these guys are: they even sewed pockets into their monster-hide leather pants. I’m impressed. “Brooks, I mean. He likes to see some fight in his coven. I don’t play along, so he usually fucks with Marlowe. Guess he’s going to fuck with you, too.”

“I’m not bothered by him,” I retort, but that’s total bullshit and Tanner sees right through it. He looks me right in the face in a way that tells me he also doesn’t buy that I’m completely unaffected by what we just did.

I’m affected. I’m very much affected.

“Goddamn,” Marlowe growls, removing his hat and running his hand over his hair. It’s like, because we’ve dealt with the Miriam and Dennis thing, he needs something else to be mad about. Colorful asters bloom on his hat as he slips it back on, brim pulled low. “Before I met you, I didn’t have a very creative sex life.”

“Me either,” I reply, and he scowls at me. While I’m still trying to figure out what I’ve done to upset Marlowe, Tanner takes off again, and I vow to make some space for us to talk before bed. Lo and I end up walking side by side, and I find myself wanting to ask. “Why are you mad about it? Us having a creative sex life.”

He stops walking, bare feet scuffing in the dirt, and then turns to meet my stare.

“I’m not mad. It was a statement, not a condemnation. I was just saying.” There’s a pause there. “Nathan was shit, wasn’t he? Just admit it.”

“Was Miriam shit?” I reply, and he quirks one of those mid-leap beast smiles.

“Yeah, honestly. Her personality was great—usually—but we didn’t have anything special in the bedroom.”

He keeps walking, and I hesitate only a few seconds before moving after him.

We both turn to look at each other, and I’m sure that Marlowe might say something else.

Then we hear it.

The sound of a lullaby.

The song of the Hag.
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Marlowe

That funeral dirge is so horrifically familiar to me that I could sing it.

I never would. Never.

My foot scuffs against the dirt as I stop, and my hand lifts automatically to Kate’s shoulder. Gripping her. Holding her still. Keeping her next to me.

I’ve only ever heard the Hag Wytch sing when she was putting the world to sleep. How are we hearing it now, in the middle of the night, in another world?

Christ. Right when I was about to get all deep with this woman whose life I ruined. Great timing.

Pretty sure I was going to open my big mouth and say something about my parents. I don’t know what. But I liked the way Kate was when we were with Miriam and Dennis. Not just the sex stuff—though I loved that—but the other things.

She stood up for me, got between me and my friends. Between Brooks and my friends. Stopped a fight. Guarantee that if Kate hadn’t been there, Brooks would’ve tried to spell Dennis anyway, and I would’ve attacked him. We would’ve brawled like we’ve done in the past and ruined everything.

This was so much better. It’s all better, with Kate around.

Even this, with the sound of that horrible song echoing through the foggy woods. It’s eerie in here, despite being on this side of the gate. I can taste the miasma of the Witchwoods rolling out, can feel it greasing my tongue. Like loneliness and cold spaces.

My skin ripples, and the vertebrae in my spine snap straight. Not from our fear spell—we’re numb to that—but from her.

Hag Wytch.

The sound of her ghastly lullaby, it’s like … my skin is being peeled off. As if she can see underneath all that flesh and blood to whatever it is that scares me most.

The thing that already happened: losing everything.

I hate those woods and I hate this fucking Wytch.

I draw my machete, gripping the leather-wrapped hilt on my left hand. Still holding onto Kate with my right. Charms dangle off the pommel, dry bones clanking.

“Do you see that?” Kate asks, just a split-second before I catch the flashlights bobbing through the darkness on the opposite side of the clearing.

Brooks and Tanner step close on either side of me, their eyes fixed on the approaching lights. Three of them. Bright spots of color in a silent forest—even the animals have fled. Brooks narrows his eyes like he’s as confused as I am.

What the actual fuck? The fear spell isn’t holding? I wet my lips, but when I let my guard down, there it is. Bloodcurdling terror grips me until I force it back with a strong exhale.

“This is ridiculous,” a woman says, waving her flashlight around and catching it on my body. I throw a shadow on the forest floor behind me, one with demon wings stretched out on either side of it. I might be invisible to these people, but I’m still here.

Kate tenses, trying to take a step forward and then giving me a nasty look when I dig my fingers into her.

We can still hear the Hag singing. Can’t see her. Can’t sense her coming the way a mouse knows there’s an owl at his back. But that awful goddamn song is still going, like the sound of spiderwebs on the wind. Sticky, gossamer threads wrapped around my neck.

“Agreed.” A different voice, still female but lower in pitch. “Look, I know you want to believe her, but I don’t. There’s no magic in this tree. Magic isn’t real.”

“I still can’t believe you two came with me,” a third voice adds, chuckling. “But you’re right: I want to believe her. I hope she’s right.”

“Wait!” Kate yells, using her shadow to throw my hand off. She darts forward, toward the lullaby emanating from the tree and the three women who’ve just paused in front of it. I am on her like that.

Wrapping her around the waist just as she reaches her friends.

They don’t seem to have heard us, like they’re deafened by a song they can’t even hear.

Well, they hear it, but they don’t realize it.

Yet.

All at once, like they’re gathering strength from one another, the women thrust their hands into the Witch’s Tree.

Kate’s friends thrust their hands into the tree.

Because that’s who they are. It’s why she’s in a panic right now. Shit.

Nobody understands that fear the way I do, losing your friends in the span of a single breath.

The women are dragged into the tree together, squeezed through the opening and swallowed. Something esoteric and ancient groans from inside the stump, and Kate lets out a scream.

And then even her friends’ feet disappear through the hole, gone as quick as a blink.

I’m holding Kate, but she’s throwing herself forward, like she’s reaching—

Her fingers curl the edge of the hole and that’s enough. She’s like dust, pouring through my arms and dragged into the tree as I try and fail to hold onto her.

Like she’s already in another world.

Something in my psyche just fucking snaps when I see Kate disappear.

I knew it.

I knew that she was the sort of woman who would follow the people she loved into hell.

I just didn’t fucking … I didn’t … I …

“What the actual fuck?!” I shriek, stumbling up to the tree and slamming my palm against it, directly above the hole. I peer into the blackness, struggling to breathe, my vision tunneling.

I became a monster to escape that place. I ruined Kate. She’s gone. Kate is gone.

It’s not even a thought, what I need to do.

Tanner and Brooks are right beside me, and I can’t decide who exactly got here first.

“Goddamn it, Kate,” I whisper, panting as I gaze into the blackness, drawing up whatever courage is left in a creature as wicked as me.

If Kate can walk through those woods without speaking, it’s no big thing. She’ll come right back. If she doesn’t …

I don’t care if she sews her mouth shut, I’m not leaving her there.

Not for a second.

And I almost hate her for that, too.

Tanner puts his hand in the hole and disappears before Brooks can say a word.

“I said I’d never go back there …” he murmurs, stricken. All six eyes on his hat wide and red-veined. Shattered.

Like how I feel right now.

I ignore him, thrusting my own hand into the hole, and then … a sickening twist in my gut, vertigo, a sense of falling and flying that hits at the same time. My bare feet shift on the dirt, and I turn away from the Witch’s Tree just in time to see the horror unfold.

Kate is standing behind the three women, her mask resting on the lips of the one in the middle. She has her arms wrapped around the other two, hands pressed over their mouths and witch claws digging into their cheeks.

All four of them are looking up at a monster that haunts my nightmares.

Sometimes, it’s hard to sleep and I wake up with gritted teeth and sweat pouring down the sides of my face. Imagining this very scenario, a moment where I can’t flee to the safety of the cottage.

Running isn’t an option.

The thing before me, it’s a horror that’s spent nights tracking us in these woods, chasing me from the sanctuary of one tree stump to another. Avoiding death at the hands of both the Hag Wytch and the gore-bear.

The smell of it makes me gag, but I crush down the reflex. All I can do is fight.

I swing around in front of the four women, spinning my machete in my hand as I face off against a ten-foot-tall, seventeen-hundred pound bear thing.

Its fur is matted with blood and gore, and its teeth when it opens its mouth are at least two inches long. It has two extra limbs, and a huff that shakes the boughs of the Witchwoods trees above our heads.

The bear screams and wasps come pouring out of its mouth, a haze of stingers and bright yellow stripes on angry, helmeted little faces. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I want to scream at Kate to run, but I can’t. She knows it, and she’s smart as hell, too, so she yanks at her friends and starts them sprinting in the vague direction of the cottage. Tanner is directing her with a wave of his arm, pulling his bow off his back and nocking an arrow.

His arms tense to fire at the gore-bear rearing above me, but he never gets off the shot.

There’s another sound from behind Tanner, and he spins, loosing an arrow directly into the puffed-out vocal sac of a giant toad. It’s as big as the bear, with glowing warts that ooze. Shit.

Between the toad and the bear, we’re trapped.

I trust Tanner at my back, so I offer him the same courtesy. Don’t have to like the guy to keep my word. Like soldiers. I draw a wave of water around us, blocking the swarm of wasps as they funnel forward in a cohesive swarm. Coincidentally, the splash of it cleans some of the blood from our skin, and Kate’s friend gasps behind her borrowed mask.

Ah, yeah. We were invisible. Maybe not anymore.

Just that little bit of magic, and I can feel my body sag. Casting that fear spell wasn’t easy. It’s the sort of thing you sleep for two days to shrug off. But fifteen minutes later?

I’m back in the Witchwoods again.

This is the place that I was willing to do anything to escape.

I guess I wanted a woman who’d follow me anywhere because I’m the sort of man who will follow her anywhere, too.

The bear’s mammoth front paws slam into the ground, and it charges right through the water and straight at me. I step to the side, but I bring my machete down on the hump of its bulky neck. The blade bites into fur and flesh, spattering me with crimson, but the charge doesn’t stop.

Brooks is there, between the women and the bear, flicking his fingers out and setting the animal’s fur on fire. Doesn’t stop it though. It’s coming at him so quickly that we have few choices. Even as the bear barrels past, wrenching the machete from its neck, I’m coming up with another plan.

I let go of the weapon and draw my own bow. Instead of shooting the bear, I lift the tip of the arrow up and hit the toad in the eye. It comes at me with a violent trilling sound that puffs up the sac beneath its gaping mouth.

With the bear directly in its path, the pair of them slam into one another and begin to fight. Two beasts tussling over easy prey.

Shoving my mask into place, I sprint over to Kate and snatch her by the upper arm. We need to get to the edge of the woods before somebody accidentally speaks and ends up trapped here. If that happens to Kate’s friends, she won’t want to leave them, and we’ll make her do it anyway.

She’d hate us for that.

If Kate speaks … she’s damning us all.

I drag her, and she resists, fighting to keep her friends in line. The one with the brunette hair is rooted to the spot, wide-eyed and shaking. She’s let go of the dark-haired girl’s hand. Georgia, I think her name was.

Georgia grabs at the brunette, losing her own grip on Kate.

All of this shit is enough to trap us again.

The monsters have separated, and there’s nowhere to go. Both the gore-bear and the flash-toad are circling us again.

The bear walks with the swaying gait of an easy predator, blood oozing hot and vile down its neck to hit the wet earth. The toad shuffles, like a fish out of water, purple tongue unfurling from its massive mouth. Its acidic warts flash, lighting up the dark with warning.

A ghost squats on the tree limb above me, watching with sightless eyes. Bad omen. Ghosts are bad omens. Other creatures lie prone on the ground around us, wilted bodies disappearing into the murk of the woods. Asleep? Or … dead.

“They’re back. Oh, they came back. They’re doomed!” The forest spirits wail as I pant behind the mask, holding my bow and trying to think. Waiting for Brooks to come up with a plan. Wondering if Tanner can’t just grab Kate and run.

The wasps are held back by the curtain of water, their wings growing wet when they pass through and their fat bodies tumbling to the ground. The gore-bear crushes them as it pads by, long claws digging into the dirt.

We might have to retreat to the cottage before we try for the edge of the woods. Fuck. Every second spent here is a second too long. Every minute is a dark guarantee that we’ll get stuck in these woods all over again.

We’ll have to gather spell ingredients. Even with sex on the table, even with a lot of bloodletting, it’ll take weeks. That’s years back in the real world, and worse—it’s days of hell and danger and death. The Hag wouldn’t have called Kate’s friends here if she wasn’t using them as bait for our coven.

I don’t know what the Hag Wytch’s motivations are, and I don’t care.

If something is trying to kill you, then does it matter why?

Tanner uses all of his arrows on the toad, drawing up a strong wind to drive them deep into the monster’s flesh. One of its purple warts bursts, spattering acid onto the trunk of a tree and dissolving the bark. The moss screams as it’s burned away, falling to the dirt in dead, black clumps.

Brooks focuses on the gore-bear, driving the fire on its back into a frenzy and filling the air with smoke and the reek of seared flesh and hair. The creature shakes its coat, turns, and flees into the night, running straight in the direction we need to go.

The toad isn’t so easily swayed, ignoring the heavy branches that Tanner drops on its head with another gust of wind. Brooks turns his attention to the second monster as I ready another arrow, but the toad isn’t the real threat.

The tree boughs whisper their warning; I hear the thump of great wings.

The Hag Wytch dives down and hits Brooks hard enough that I can hear bone snap. Blood sprays, and then he’s on the ground and struggling to hold back a scream. Kate rushes toward him, but I grab her by the elbow and shove her back, turning and pointing in the direction of the cottage.

She looks up at me, her own mask missing while mine swings carelessly on my face. I yank it off and jam it over her mouth, ignoring her friends as I shove her in the right direction.

Then, I turn and find Tanner already hauling Brooks to his feet. Our leader is stoic and white-faced, but he makes himself walk even if that means dragging his leg. The white glisten of bone catches my eye in the near-perfect dark, lit up by the glow of some nearby mushrooms.

I sling my arm around his waist while Tanner forces Brooks’ left arm around his shoulders. Together, the three of us sprint through the shadows of the woods behind the women and we just barely make it back to the cottage before the Hag slams into the door.
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The walls shake, and the owl’s screech pierces our eardrums. The sound is enough to send the three women to their knees in the foyer, but it doesn’t faze Kate.

She’s waving her hands frantically over Brooks, but she doesn’t say a word, helping us get him down the stairs and onto the couch. Blood is everywhere, soaking the fabric and pooling on the floor.

I start signing questions, my hands heavy and pounding when they come together, like I’m shouting. My fingers whisper through the air in a hurry.

What’s a quick spell to stop the bleeding? You’ll die, Brooks.

I know, he signs back, much calmer than he ought to be. We don’t have any time to gather supplies. Get what’s left of the healing salve.

I don’t argue with Brooks, retrieving the item from the shelf and unscrewing the lid. When I get back, I see that Tanner’s already cut his pants off. Completely off.

God-fucking-damn it.

Brooks’ leg is … I wouldn’t call it attached.

I snatch one of the small chalkboards off the desk and scratch out a quick message to Kate.

Need you for this. I wipe the board clean with my fist, trying not to think about the first time we met. I used this board to threaten her because all I wanted was to go home. Then, I got there and discovered I had no home. Then Kate offered me a new one.

Now I’m back in the woods.

I want to scream. I want to kill something—preferably the Hag. Maybe Kate’s friends. Instead, I write out what I know she’s going to need to do.

Kate reads the board and then looks up at me with my iron mask covering her full lips.

Get her over here, Tanner instructs, signing out a frantic message for me. His wolf ears flatten against his hat brim. He’s fading fast.

I look down and notice that Brooks’ eyes are half-closed (the ones on his hat are squinched in pain), and he’s breathing much harder than he should be. Not that I blame him. I’m not even sure what’s holding his knee to his thigh at this point except for some ragged flesh. How he managed to drag his leg as he ran with us, I have no clue.

Sheer stubbornness?

Kate moves up to the couch, but she hesitates. It takes me a second to remember why.

I’ve just told her to mount Brooks, a man who looks like he’s fucking dying. He is fucking dying, but that’s beside the point. He’s also flaccid.

I reach up to my own hat, snatch a spell, and then snap the tiny bird bone in half. The bone is no longer whole and rigid, but when I toss it at Brooks, it grants that honor to his cock.

He groans in clear discomfort, but I don’t feel sorry for the bastard. All I need is for him not to die. If he does, and we get stuck here, we’ll never get out. If he dies, our magic will be small and insignificant.

Brooks cannot die.

Kate looks at her friends and then back at Tanner, asking a silent favor. He moves away and digs two more masks out of a wooden chest, putting his finger up to his lips before handing them over to the women standing at the base of our stairs.

Once the masks are in place, he points to the hallway and makes the gesture seem urgent. The women no longer seem to be under the spell of the Hag, and they’re smart enough to know that they don’t want to see whatever it is that their friend is about to do to the dying witch man on the blood-drenched sofa.

Tanner turns in the doorway, blocking the women’s view, but keeping his attention fixed on Kate and Brooks. If he dies, we’re fucked. You know that, right? He signs all of that to me, but I ignore him. I know. I get it. I don’t like Brooks on a good day, but I won’t let him die.

Sorry, I sign at Kate by rubbing my fist in a circle on my chest. She peers at me with a cute little crook between her brows. God help me. I drop to my knees, taking her pants down with me. Untangling the leather from her ankles. Tugging it off.

When I stand back up, our eyes meet.

All four shadows dance maniacally around the walls, spinning in dizzying circles. A coven on the fritz.

I grab Kate by the hips and lift her up, putting her over Brooks and reaching between her legs from behind. Her face burns red, but I don’t care. We need this done and quick. Brooks will need several hours to sleep this wound off, and I don’t think we’ll get past the Hag if he can’t run his own ass out of these woods.

I am not staying the night here.

I refuse.

So whatever it takes, as usual.

I grab Kate’s hips and I push her down onto Brooks’ cock. I didn’t want to touch it, but I have to hold it still, impaling the woman I like on some other guy’s dick. These woods are pure fucking hell. Torture. Screw this place. Screw this goddamn place.

Kate moans guiltily behind her mask, but that’s okay. A moan is fine. Only words are taboo.

With a tentative hand, she wraps her fingers around Brooks’ neck.

Next part of the spell: we need him to be unconscious.

I’m not taking any credit for this shit: Brooks wrote this spell. If it’s kinky and off-kilter, that’s all on him. He can suffer the consequences of getting fucked and choked by his girlfriend while he bleeds to death.

You have to put some pressure there, I sign to Kate, but she doesn’t understand. With another sigh, I reach up and cover her hand with my own, forcing her to put just enough pressure on Brooks’ pulse that he’ll get dizzy and hopefully pass out.

Kate also doesn’t move her hips. With a growl, I straddle Brooks’ legs—including the ruined one—and get up right behind her. My knees are pressed firmly into the wet fabric of the couch, leather rubbing against bloodied fabric. With my right hand, I help Kate apply pressure the way she needs to. With my left, I roll her hips on Brooks’.

She follows along with me for a few seconds, and then starts to churn her hips, hard and fast. Perfunctory but wild. Like Tanner said, savage. Kate fucks Brooks into a disturbingly quick orgasm, considering the state of him. Good thing that charm came with a heavy dose of aphrodisia.

Our esteemed coven leader shudders all over, spilling himself inside of Kate as I press a little harder on the side of his neck. His head lolls to one side, and Kate catches it. Gently, more gently than he deserves, she rests Brooks’ head against the back of the couch.

She’s the first to scramble up, snatching a blanket from a nearby chair and wrapping it around her hips. I give her a look and a displeased quirk of my lips before I stand up, blood dripping down my pants. Glancing back, I can see that Brooks’ leg is already knitting itself together.

The things we can do with this girl, Tanner remarks in sign language, shaking his head.

The things we’ll do because of this girl, I sign back, and if he weren’t wearing his mask, he’d probably laugh. I ignore him, picking up the chalkboard again.

Kate shies away from me, like that move isn’t completely anathema to her true character. Pretty sure she’s just creeped out that she fucked a dying witch back to life. Cutting off the blood to his brain so that he’d pass out as he came was probably a new one for her, too. I’ll try to summon some compassion for this woman. None for Brooks though.

He needs to sleep for four hours, I write, and I know we’re all thinking about the sunrise. It was, what, ten o’clock when we walked into the woods? The ritual took an hour. Say, conservatively, that it’s only two. That means sunrise is around six.

I want to scream. I could, I guess, but it’d be wordless and terrifying.

I swallow it down and scrub the board with my fist.

Want me to finish you? That’s what I write.

Kate just stares at me and then frantically shakes her head, like I can’t see all the little tells in her body that project how turned-on she really is. Flickering pulse. Sweaty forehead. Quivering muscles.

I wet my lips and she watches the slide of my tongue. With a scowl, I collect another spare mask from the wooden chest, and I put it on. Kate tosses the blanket aside and hurries to put her pants back on. When I draw a silk robe from the chest and toss it her way, she covers up her breasts by belting the emerald green fabric around her waist.

Only then does Tanner allow the other women to leave the rear part of the house.

They emerge slowly, staring at Kate. At Tanner. At me.

Great. Fucking fantastic.

I’m trapped in silence with Kate’s friends, two of whom I don’t like much. Georgia is okay, but the other two … Goddamn. None of them were worth coming back here for.

But Kate was.

I knew you’d follow her, Tanner signs to me, but I ignore him, choosing instead to flip him off while Kate stares at her friends in perfect silence. Maybe I don’t like these women, but they don’t mess with their masks. They don’t talk.

They know the legend of the Witchwoods, everyone in Humboldt County does.

Just … nobody really believes it until they see it for themselves.

You don’t know shit, I sign back, but Tanner isn’t done. He’s moving his hands in a flurry of bullshit that I ignore, attention fixed on Kate.

She doesn’t look at me, but I know she can feel my stare. It’s in the movement of her shoulder blades beneath the silk robe, the way she clutches the tie, the soft sound behind her mask when I press the chalk and the board into her hands.

One rule: don’t speak, she writes as I settle onto one of the stools, cross my arms over my chest, and do the only thing I can do.

I wait.

But my eyes never leave Kate.

The type of person who’d throw themselves into a nightmare for someone else … rare. Kate has just proven by virtue of her actions that she isn’t Miriam or Dennis. She would’ve come after me. I wouldn’t have had to be alone here.

Yeah, I’d already decided to give Kate a chance.

Tonight proves that I’m going to give her more than that.

Are you angry? she writes on the board a few minutes later, after she’s sure her friends understand what’s at stake here. I look up, from the board to her face, and I see that she’s genuinely worried that I’m going to have a fit.

Even I’m mildly surprised that I haven’t.

I take the board from her, and I scratch it out in dark, heavy strokes.

I hate to be left.

I hope she understands what I mean. There isn’t enough space on that board to say it. Besides, I’d rather she heard it from my lips directly.

Me, too, she writes, flashing the chalkboard at me before returning her attention to Brooks. To Tanner. To her friends. She writes another message for them, but I don’t care what it is. She can say and do whatever she wants while we’re here; I’m going to keep my eyes on her the entire time.

You’re the fall hard, fall fast type, aren’t you? Tanner signs out, but I ignore him, too.

Eyes for Kate.

Only for Kate.
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Kate

Marlowe is being suspiciously nice. It’s freaking me out. I thought he was going to panic and throw another chair against the wall. Tanner, I hoped he might follow me into the tree. He said he didn’t care where he lived so long as he had a partner.

But Marlowe? I give him another skeptical look and try not to glance over at Brooks. Still having a hard time with the reality of fucking him while he was bleeding to death. I shouldn’t let myself feel guilty; I can see that his leg is now attached with muscle and tendons instead of shredded paper-thin skin.

I shudder and try not to imagine what Brooks’ mood might be like when he wakes up.

They all followed me. I didn’t know if they would, but they did. It only took a few seconds for me to hop in and grab my friends, to keep them quiet. It was an instant later when the men joined me.

If we weren’t in the Witchwoods being hunted by monsters, I’d probably be thrilled with these guys. Instead, I need to figure out how to deal with my friends. I heard the Hag’s lullaby, and I know it wasn’t really their choice to come here, but I think that maybe the song called to some inner truths inside of them.

Tacy didn’t believe me. Fernanda was caught up in the fantasy. And Georgia … Just keeping her girls safe, like always. I smile at her and then remember that I have a pointed metal mask chained to my face. Just like she does. Like we all do.

Tanner and Marlowe sign at one another, amping up the former’s amusement and the latter’s irritation. After a while, Lo turns away and refuses to communicate with Tanner any longer. Tanner pats him amicably on the shoulder, and Marlowe throws him off.

Their conversation ends.

Tanner’s eyes meet mine. He walks over to me, curling his fingers around my arm. Unspoken words fill his expression. “You remember what I told you? You’re mine, Kate. You go nowhere without me.”

There’s nothing to say, but Tanner nods like he thinks I’ve understood, wolf ears cocked. He’s instructing me to stay close to him. I get it. He moves over to a chest against the wall, opening it and revealing tightly packed snow and raw meat.

Ah. The Witchwoods version of a refrigerator.

As my friends stare back at me, Tanner preps some meat for stew, cutting it with a very big, very loud, and very sharp cleaver on a wooden cutting board. The sound echoes in the confined space like a drum.

Any questions? I write the phrase on the board, my eyes on Georgia’s. She very slowly, very tentatively takes the board from my hands. Tacy can’t stop her brown eyes from darting around the room, taking in the taxidermied animals with a slick sheen of sweat on her face. Fernanda is weirdly starry-eyed about the whole situation, like she’s enjoying herself.

Georgia is the only practical one, as per usual.

What if we miss sunrise? she asks, giving silent voice to a question that we’re all wondering.

I’m not sure that anyone knows the answer to that. With the Witch’s Tree wide open, will the Hag Wytch still sing us to sleep for thirty days? If we do fall asleep, can we walk out of here when we wake up, provided we don’t talk?

Whatever happens, at least we’re together.

We did it before, escaped this place, and we can do it again. A month isn’t so long. Shit, the animals. Flick and Stix and Ebon.

I have plenty of kibble out, and there’s a dog door to the backyard. Still, I don’t like the idea of them being alone. We have that spell on the house and besides, I told my dad to fuck off, and I don’t know anyone else. On the whole of planet earth, these girls (and these men) are all I have.

I did what anyone else would do in my situation. If I’m here with my friends, I can keep them quiet. I can get them home. As long as we don’t speak, we’re not trapped here.

We won’t, I write, as Tanner struggles to light a fire without Brooks around. He manages enough of a spark that it catches, and soon enough, the cauldron above the flames is boiling. Tanner adds handfuls of dried mushrooms, hastily chopped meat, and some small purple potatoes that he pulls from a cupboard.

I gesture at the table, and the women sit around it. They’re all stiff and uncomfortable in their seats, even Fernanda. But when Tanner serves the stew in big clay bowls, she’s the first to tear her mask off and eat. Tacy refuses. So does Georgia.

I eat my food with quiet slurps of rich, fatty broth. Tanner is on my left, Marlowe on my right. My eyelids are drooping, even under the combined stares of my friends. I’m drained, and all I want to do is sleep. Casting spells is hard. I’m exhausted.

Tanner and Marlowe start signing to one another again, so I leave them to it, moving back over to the couch to check on Brooks. He’s sleeping peacefully enough, but his leg is still only halfway there. I can see a solid streak of white inside that slowly regenerating muscle, his bone knitting together and straightening out properly.

When I turn around, I see that the women have followed me. I adjust the brim of my witch hat, thankful for the robe that hides my pink-streaked breasts, splashes of blood that didn’t come off when Marlowe hit us all with a small tsunami. The bone necklace is still visible, sitting atop the bright green fabric like a blight.

I look at my friends, standing there in a mixture of jean shorts, black cigarette pants, and a floral dress, waiting. There’s a lot of tense waiting in this room. I decide to take them on a little tour of a house that I know nothing about.

Neither Marlowe or Tanner stops me as I move into the upstairs hallway and experimentally open the first door on the left. Inside, there’s a small, dark room filled with shelves. Canned goods and cotton bags full of wild rice. More dried mushrooms. Garlic hanging on a thin rope alongside herbs I can’t identify or have never seen before.

A pantry.

The next room is similarly laid out, but filled with bones and bits and jars of glowing things. I see potion bottles with handwritten labels, and vials with brightly colored liquid. There are baskets of dried roses and buckets full of acorns, shriveled banana slugs dead in jars, and an entire row of redwood tree saplings in soft, moist earth.

Spell supplies.

My friends crowd in behind me at each door, straining to get a look, making almost no sound at all. I don’t want to tell them a gasp or a cry or a moan is okay because I’d rather they just did their absolute best to maintain complete and utter silence at all times.

Closing the door, I turn around to see that the three of them are still watching me like something ancient and arcane. Maybe that’s what I look like, with blood dried on my face and the backs of my hands. With a string of small skulls around my neck.

I give them a thumbs up, but I’m not sure if it helps or just makes things weirder. Tacy looks like she might faint. Fernanda is beaming like she just won the lottery. Georgia is as solid and reliable as ever, ready to follow my instructions in this strange place.

Too bad I don’t know much more about it than she does.

My gaze shifts back to Marlowe, sitting on a wooden stool with his arms folded. He’s got grapevines on his hat, royal purple clusters spilling over the brim. His dark eyes never leave me, and I imagine that if I try to go downstairs or into one of these rooms, that he’ll follow. If I’d have asked, he’d have taken me into a different room and made me come. I wanted him to, but I can’t leave my friends for a tryst.

With slow, easy footsteps, I move to the next door, fingers curling around the intricate metal handle. Each door has a different one, all of them cast in iron. Leaves and branches and, yes, more skulls. I wonder if they weren’t made by magic. How else? I doubt much blacksmithing goes on in the Witchwoods.

This particular door doesn’t lead to a storage room, but to a bedroom. It’s the smell that hits me first, like leaves and leather and iron. Tanner. I know from scent alone that this space belongs to him. Even if I didn’t, the decor would be a dead giveaway.

There’s a heavy rough-hewn bed in one corner, piled with furs from fantastical beasts. Bones hang from the ceiling like inanimate wind chimes, and a chest sits open with clothing spilling out and across the floor. A bow decorates one wall, and a series of knives take up another.

I can’t resist stepping inside, moving up to the wooden nightstand beside the bed. There’s a lamp there that, when I lift the shade, reveals a glowing stone on the inside, just like the ones Marlowe clacked together that first night for light. A bottle sits beside it, filled with a viscous liquid that I imagine must be a spell of some sort. It’s purple and somehow carbonated? I give it a little shake before a shadow falls over me, long forked tongue snaking across the wall, double tails swaying.

When I turn around, there’s Tanner behind me. His mask is still on, even if his quirky shadow refuses to acknowledge that.

He signs something to me that I don’t understand, his eyes sparkling with amusement. When he takes my hand, I notice that my friends have stepped back into the hall, giving us a moment. My eyes shift back to his, but he’s not looking at me. Tanner stares down at my palm, using one of his fingers to write a word into my skin.

He traces the letters slowly, offering me the opportunity to decipher them.

L. U. B. E.

I almost laugh, but the mask helps me cut the sound off with a sudden swallow. I’m smiling though, behind all of that sharp iron. Right. Not a spell. Just thick, purple lube with bubbles in it. I look back at the bed and wonder how many times Tanner might’ve laid there and touched himself, dreaming of a wife.

There’s a tender moment there where we both just look at each other. His gold-and-black hair peeks out from under his hat and catches the light, his matching eyebrow bisected by that silver scar. He takes a small step forward, reaching past me to remove one of the larger knives from the wall. My breath catches behind my mask, and I hope he doesn’t hear it.

I thought he was going to touch me.

Pretty sure that he wanted to, but we’re not in a place for sex right now. We’re on a strict timeline, counting down to the sunrise, waiting for Brooks. Somehow, I feel like things are going to get messy when Brooks wakes up.

Tanner taps the flat of the blade against one palm, watching me. Eyes smiling. I can’t see his mouth behind the metal mask, but I can still decipher his expression. He tosses the weapon onto the mattress, taking my hand again.

E. V. E. N. Okay, I got that part. He draws several more letters on my hand. H. E. R. E.

Even here, what? I wait patiently for Tanner to continue, shifting slightly from foot to foot. This room is packed with emotion, like his longing and his loneliness seeped into the walls. It’s not a terrible room. Bed looks comfy. But there are no windows, and outside, great horrors roam the woods.

Even here, you’re my wife. That’s what he writes, adding a period to that sentence with a slap of his palm against mine, like a high-five. Tanner winks at me, and I flush hot, reaching out and putting a hand on his lower abs before he gets the chance to move away.

You were nice to me from the start. Don’t think I didn’t notice. It’s not like I don’t enjoy your flirtations. Your smiles. They’re working on me. They’re working way too well.

I’m suddenly and irrationally terrified that Tanner might think I like Brooks or Marlowe better than him. I’ve never been a part of anything like this before, juggling three brand-new relationships at the same time. Hell, if I really think about it, was a four-year high school boyfriend really a relationship at all?

We study each other, unable to speak but communicating nonetheless.

He takes a sudden step forward, and I move back, ass bumping into the nightstand. His hands take over the small of my waist, rubbing the green silk of the robe against my skin with lazy circles of his thumbs. His expression is wry, amused. There’s a glint in his eyes though that I just know I’m not imagining.

Definitely some jealousy there.

It’s easier to believe that Brooks and Marlowe are telling me the truth because they’re mean. Ugh. It feels so stupid now, but here we are, and my tongue is tied. I can’t say anything, and I’m not drawing a thousand letters into his skin. When we get out, I’ll … talk to him.

Somehow.

Tanner tugs his mask down with his hand, and he isn’t smiling. He doesn’t look like the adorable golden retriever anymore. All that’s left is the part of him that told me he’d worship me, if only I showed up.

And by show up, what he meant was never leave me.

I shiver and that makes him smile. He even chuckles, leaning down to press a kiss against my cheek. Soft lips. Stubble on his face. I realized a few days ago that he does shave, just that he gets a five o’clock shadow faster than the other two.

He steps aside and holds out a magnanimous hand, letting me know it’s safe to pass. His lips quirk up at the edges.

I exit the room like it’s on fire.

My friends follow me across the hall, peering into the first two doors to find a weapons cache and a utility closet filled with brooms. Or maybe not a utility closet at all. The third door on the right is another bedroom, and yet again, it’s instantly recognizable.

Marlowe.

There’s a lumpy mattress on the floor in the corner, items piled in a tight half-circle around it. The walls are bare, and even the lamp is sitting on the ground. It, too, is lit, and I wonder how long those magic stones last. It makes sense that the guys didn’t bother to put them out; they never intended on coming back here.

Something about this room makes me fall so hard for Marlowe that my breath catches. While Tanner made a home out of his space, Marlowe tucked himself into a temporary nest and covered himself with dreams of getting out.

I see a backpack that he must’ve had with him when he put his hand in the tree. A laptop sits propped beside it, little more than a brick here. There’s a stack of notebooks, some curio jars, and a pile of clothes. That’s it. There’s no sense of permanence in this room, just lingering despair and loneliness.

I turn around and there he is, leaning against the doorway that leads into the main living area. Watching me with those dark eyes. Tracking me. Afraid to let me go.

No, Marlowe definitely isn’t angry with me. I think he likes me more for what I did, following my friends without thinking. I don’t like to be left, he told me. His eyes sweep the room with disgust before falling back to mine.

You asked for a woman who’d follow you into hell—and you showed me you’re a man who’d do the same. Chills. Full body chills.

I retreat from that room as quickly as I can and shut the door.

When I head downstairs, Tanner and Marlowe follow behind my friends. I can tell that the girls don’t like having the massive witch men at their backs, but they’re so much safer for it. The way these men leapt into battle outside was impressive. It made me want to be able to leap into battle, too.

There’s only one room on this level, and it’s halfway down the curving hallway on the right. I know before I ever open the door that this is Brooks’ room.

He doesn’t disappoint.

When I step inside, I’m awestruck. There’s a four-poster bed with heavy fur curtains, pulled back and tied with twisted sinew rope. Silk sheets—where did they get the silk for this robe, let alone a bed set?—and a mountain of pillows atop the thick mattress.

A wardrobe, bookshelf, and desk round out the space, made cozy by the fur rugs on the floor. Art decorates the walls, leather canvases with intricate designs made of multicolored gems and iridescent beetle carcasses. There are decorative stone fixtures tucked into the corners, glimmering statues made of bright blue or sharp yellow or angry red rock.

I open the wardrobe, finding women’s clothing alongside oversized tunics and jackets. His mentor’s clothing? I don’t know anything about the woman, but I’d like to. I’d love it if Brooks would actually talk to me. About his sister, too.

I realize that I know so little about these men that their bedrooms are a revelation. Tanner, sturdy and prepared and lonely. Marlowe, desperate and achy and dreaming. Brooks … his room holds a sad sort of permanence.

My footsteps are soft as I slip back into the hallway, closing the door softly behind me.

The six of us all just look at each other, and I realize how quickly I miss the sound of human voices. Wordlessly, we make our way to the bathing area, and I show my friends the toilet.

I’ve never seen Tacy look so thankful.

Once we’re back upstairs, we take a seat at the table while Marlowe resumes his spot on one of the stools. Tanner checks on Brooks and then spends a few minutes signing to Marlowe.

I watch the pair of them carefully, trying to discern what their conversation is about. Maybe, I look a little harder because I like the way their big, inked hands look when they speak in silent conversation. I shift in my chair and untie my robe, retie it.

Tanner picks up his bow and tosses it over his shoulder. Slips into a pair of boots. I see the knife he took from his bedroom wall strapped to his belt. He takes a few seconds to write me a message, and then flips the chalkboard over so that I can see it.

Scouting. Back soon.

I launch myself out of that chair and grab onto his upper arm. Scouting? He can’t go out there alone. Look at what happened to Brooks. We’re only going out if we go together—and only if we’re running full tilt for the edge of the woods.

I shake my head vigorously at him, the chains of my mask clanking. When he hands me the board, I scratch out my own message.

No. I don’t want you to go.

Need to check status of Hag, he replies, and then erases it. Bear and toad.

Wait for Brooks, is my response, but Tanner is shaking his head right back at me. I try to tell myself that he used to do this stuff all the time, that for more than a year he did all of these things without my even knowing he existed.

Things are different now.

He’ll wake soon. Route needs checking. Tanner writes that out for me, but he doesn’t give the board back, passing it over to Marlowe instead. I tilt my head to look up at Tanner’s handsome face as he removes his mask first and then, with hot, rough fingers, takes my mask off, too.

His fingers slide into my hair as he leans down, pressing his warm lips to mine. My fingers clutch subconsciously at his bare chest, scraping at the dried blood on his impressive pecs. It’s a completely different sort of kiss than the ones he’s given me before, dripping with lust and possibility, with effort.

Tanner was—and probably still is—simply making an effort to love me. He’s chosen it. By default, I’ve become his and he’s become mine. But this kiss is better, like he’s actually kissing the woman in the paint-spattered overalls with the old house and the hyper dog, the woman named Katelynn Poppy.

My urge to hear voices diminishes under the light of that kiss, like I can hear Tanner speaking to me even though all we’re doing is kissing. It strikes me how many ways there are to communicate without saying anything at all.

He breaks the seams of our lips, binding us together by stroking my tongue and drawing me even further into him. I lean against his body, smelling blood and leaves and leather, just like his room. Iron and salt. Blood.

Tanner draws away from me with a smart quirk of his lips, like he knows exactly what he’s just done. Like he does everything else, it seems: with perfect intent. He puts my mask back on, slips his into place, and then turns to head up the stairs.

I throw my arms around him from behind, clinging to his waist, cheek pressed into his lower back. He stiffens up, head to toe. Not a single muscle in that hunter’s body of his is relaxed. One of his hands drops to mine, fingers laced together on his lower belly.

Marlowe’s the one who comes over to untangle me, grabbing on from behind and prying my fingers apart. I’m making wordless sounds of protest as Tanner shakes himself out and then darts up the stairs while I’m held prisoner in Marlowe’s strong grip.

The front door opens to the woods, and then closes just as quickly.

I deflate, fear cutting through my heart like a blade. Every second is fraught. Tense. Brittle.

Silence falls over the room as I turn away to glare at Marlowe.

He’s just sitting there with his arms crossed, watching me. Even when I start to pace, he doesn’t take his eyes off of me. Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

My friends look at one another, exchanging silent glances as the emerald green robe slips off my shoulders and hits the floor. I pause, my bare feet scuffing against the wood, and look at it. My breasts are exposed, and they’re not the soft, pale mounds I’m used to seeing. They’re as savage as everything else in these woods, bloody and defiant.

I like that.

I hate that Tanner is gone.

I pace some more, check on Brooks. Pace. Brooks. Pace.

I’m never letting Tanner leave like this again, I tell myself, wondering how it’s okay for him to leave the cottage when the men won’t even let me leave the house. I answer my own question before I even finish the thought: necessity. Survival. That’s the only reason, but I still tell myself that I’m never letting him do this again.

Panic chokes my throat as I wait, but I keep up the routine. Pace. Brooks. Pace. Brooks.

This time, when I pause beside his bloodied bedside, I see that his eyelids are fluttering open, that he’s reaching up with a shaking hand to touch the mask on his face. His fingers brush it like he’s coming out of a dream to find himself in a nightmare, forced back into the very woods that he was willing to become a monster in order to escape.

His green eyes find mine, and there’s a flash there, something like recognition. Like disappointment. Like anger. The eyes on his hat won’t look at me at all, turning this way and that.

Brooks moves to sit up, and I reach forward to help him, as if I can move his massive body any easier than he can.

He doesn’t need my help or anyone else’s. His leg is fully healed, intact but scarred, like the woods just had to leave their mark on his skin. He stands up, and I keep my hand on his arm, just in case. The way he looks down at it, like an intrusion, and then pushes it away, that bothers me.

Brooks walks right past me, spots the women sitting at the table, and then turns to Marlowe. The pair of them start signing to one another, as if Brooks didn’t almost just die on us. As if I didn’t fuck him back to full health and choke him at the same time.

As if he isn’t naked, flaccid dick right there for all my friends to see.

God.

I can read Brooks’ displeasure in the set of his shoulders, in the tight press of skin around his eyes, in the way he slants his gaze to me and then sharply away like he doesn’t want to look at all. I just stand there, waiting. These men know far better than I do what should happen next.

Tacy jumps when the front door opens and Tanner reappears, wet with dew from the mist outside and dragging … something behind him. A man appears, followed by a young woman.

People.

Tanner has brought people back with him.

More importantly, Tanner is back. Relief floods me, and I have to swallow it down to keep back the words I wish I could say. Tears prick my eyes as he takes me in like he was starving for me. And even if I can’t see his mouth, I know that he’s smiling.

Worried, kitten? You shouldn’t be. Think I’d be foolish enough to get killed? I’d never. I’m not leaving my woman alone in these woods. I imagine all of those things, but they’re probably not far off from what he’d actually say.

Tanner shuts and locks the door before dragging the bald man down the steps. The woman follows behind dutifully and without complaint. She has this hardness to her face that doesn’t look new, like maybe she saw plenty of unspeakable things before she came here.

Before the three of them have even gotten down the stairs, Brooks is signing again and Tanner is signing back. Marlowe starts signing, too, and they’re all looking at each other like they’ve briefly forgotten they can’t stand one another. It’s nice to see that they’re capable of putting their shit aside.

The two newcomers haven’t spoken yet, so I just sort of assume they haven’t spoken at all. Like maybe they haven’t talked during the time that they’ve been here. I wouldn’t have, even if I couldn’t get to the edge of the woods, dogged by giant bears with wasp minions and toads with acid warts.

The man’s bald head snaps up, shiny and marked with cuts and scrapes, actively bleeding. His clothes are ruined, spattered with mud and torn. He’s missing a shoe. He’s vaguely familiar to me, but only vaguely.

Detective Gilley, the man who tried to question me and then stuck his hand in the Witch’s Tree. Which must mean the woman is the K-9 handler?

“Oh, thank God,” the detective says, almost a sob. I cringe at the sound of his voice. So does Georgia. Tacy, too. I can’t see Marlowe’s mouth, but I can tell from the rest of his face that he’s scowling behind his mask. Just hearing someone break the perfect silence is unsettling. “Please, do you have water? Food?”

Detective Gilley is beyond worrying about his dignity, turning to Brooks like he can sense the big dick energy in him. Can … can see the BDE. In person. Flaccid it may be, but our Southwoods is still impressive. Brooks delivers, staring down at the man like he pities him, but also like he’s more than willing to leave him behind.

I’d assumed that the two missing police officers were dead in the Witchwoods, that they couldn’t possibly have survived. Yet, here they are. And we’re gearing up to leave them behind. There isn’t much time left until sunrise, that much I do know. We need to leave—and soon.

When we do, we’ll be leaving both of these people behind.

Fernanda scrambles up from the table and fills two of the clay bowls with stew before placing them in front of a pair of empty chairs. Detective Gilley sinks into one with a groan, spooning stew into his mouth in a way that tells me he’s probably eaten little to nothing this whole time.

Another strange thought strikes me. It’s not a moonless night. It hasn’t been a month since the last one, so … shouldn’t the woods be sleeping under the Hag’s lullaby? Shouldn’t Detective Gilley be a little less hungry?

I look over at the men, but they’ve already moved on. Bringing the missing people here is one thing, but they’re not going to go out of their way to save them either. I’m not even sure if they can, if we as a coven could perform the spell to get them out of the woods.

So many things are confusing to me right then. If the gate is permanently open, does it also offer a permanent way back? That is, we opened it, and it’s clearly not closed, so can the detective and the K-9 handler come back through? Is time running normally here now? If so, why? Because the Hag is hunting us?

It’s too much to discuss via blackboard, but it’s a lot to think about.

“Thank you,” the woman tells Fernanda, taking the other chair. She picks up her own spoon, but her eyes track the rest of us like she can sense that we’re about to leave. I can’t abandon these people here. Even if we leave right now, I have to at least try to find a way to come back for them. “I’m Viv, and this is John.”

“They know who I am,” Detective Gilley—John—says between mouthfuls of stew. He eyes a glass water jug on the counter and gets up, digging through the cabinets until he finds a clay cup. He pours himself a glass, drinks it, pours another. Gets Viv a glass, too. “They’re the ones that trapped me here.”

Viv’s eyes go wide, but I can already see the men suiting up (finally, pants for Brooks), strapping on weapons, discussing strategies in sign language. We are this close to walking out this door, survivors be damned.

I snatch up the chalkboard and scribble down as many words as I can fit.

We have to go. We’ll be back. Don’t go out at night. Food, first door on the left.

Brooks steals the chalkboard from my hands, likely before Viv or John could finish reading it.

“What do you mean you have to go? You can’t leave us here.” John takes a step toward me, and Brooks slams the chalkboard on the counter, breaking it in half. I’m gaping as I scramble to pick up the pieces, rubbing off the white letters and starting again on the much smaller board.

Brooks’ strong fingers lock on my left arm, ready to pull me away and out the door.

“Why isn’t anybody talking?” Viv asks, sounding alarmed, her focus on Fernanda now. My friend stares back at her with apology in her eyes. I have smart friends, that’s for sure. They know that talking back to these people won’t help anyone. Put your oxygen mask on before helping others, right? “The legend? Is this about the legend? What happens to people who talk?”

“Where are you going?” John roars, his voice colored with confusion. He tries to rush Marlowe, and ends up on his ass on the floor because of it. Lo’s pit eyes stare down at the detective, daring him to try a second time. A spider skitters over the grapes on his hat. “How do we get back home?!”

Brooks is dragging me up the stairs with Tanner leading and Marlowe following behind my friends. I toss the upper half of the chalkboard on the counter, sending it skidding in John’s direction.

Try putting your hand in the Witch’s Tree, is what I wrote.

“We can’t get near that goddamn place!” Viv calls out to me as the front door opens onto mist and the dark columns of tree trunks against the even darker shadows behind them. Light spills out of the cottage, slanting sharply through the opaque dawn. We might be on the cusp of sunrise, but very little sunshine reaches through the trees. “Please don’t leave us here!”

Her plea breaks my heart, but if I don’t go then I can’t come back. If I stay and end up trapped, I’m not helping anyone.

Besides … I look up at Brooks, but Brooks isn’t looking at me. He also hasn’t taken his hand off my arm, fingers hard enough to bruise. If I tried to stay, he’d throw me over his shoulder. If I took my mask off and spoke, I’d more than likely be damning the men along with me. I’ve done that once tonight, and I can’t do it again.

Viv comes to the top of the stairs, but she doesn’t follow us outside. I don’t blame her. I don’t see John Gilley either. Marlowe waits for all of us to slip past the doorway, and then he drags the heavy wood shut behind him.

Just barely, crouching like a predator at the edge of my hearing, I catch a hint of the Hag’s lullaby.

In bare feet and blood, in iron masks and silence, we start to run and we don’t stop until our skin kisses pavement instead of dirt.
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Kate

We walk back to the house in a group, no longer invisible. Conspicuous. Half-naked. I adjust my necklace to cover my breasts and try to take solace in the fact that the searchers and cops are long-gone, pushed away from this part of the forest by our spell. People are up and getting ready for work, but not a lot of them.

If we hurry home, we might get there without incident.

Brooks tears his mask off, letting it hang from the chain around his neck. He doesn’t talk though. Instead, he stalks ahead like somebody who’s very angry but very controlled, holding back his rage to deal with later. That’s a little scary.

I take my own mask off, scarcely able to believe that we’re walking down the sidewalk beside the forest, a row of houses across the road from us. One of them is a pale pink, another yellow, a third a soft mint green. All three could use a new paint job.

My friends take their masks off only after I do, but nobody speaks. It still feels wrong somehow, taboo in the early dawn light. The sun is crisp today, but it’s cold, and my nipples are inappropriately pebbled against the weather. Fog drifts across the ground in snatches and old memory, a vestige of last night’s misty creep. The sun eats it up as it beams down, banishing it. I smell salt on the wind.

We arrive safely at my place and head inside. After getting the girls seated in the kitchen with coffee, I sprint up the stairs to put on some proper clothes. Tanner follows me, setting his own mask on the top of my dresser with a clink.

“You’re not mad at me, are you?” I ask him softly, sure that it’s okay to talk now. Flick is here, licking Tanner’s palm when he should be licking mine. Unfaithful mutt. I almost smile, but it’s not that sort of morning. I can’t stop thinking about the white glisten of Brooks’ bone, of his blood draining out on the sofa, of Viv begging not to be left behind and John scarfing food like he was starving.

Tonight was bad, but it could’ve been much, much worse.

We got lucky.

“Mad?” Tanner asks, turning to me with the laces on his leather pants undone. He reaches out and takes my face in his huge hands. “Not on my end.” I let him use his thumbs to tilt my chin up, those rough fingertips stroking over the dried, flaking blood on my throat. “Although, I’d be a shitty partner if I didn’t call you out.” Tanner pauses, and I wonder if he can see the slight change in my pulse at the word partner. “You know you fucked up, right?”

I have no idea what to say to that. I saved my friends. We discovered that the two missing cops are still alive. Not only that, but by guiding them (or manhandling them) back to the cottage, Tanner probably saved their lives.

Yet … I know what he means. I should’ve paused, took a breath, talked to my coven first. That’s my biggest complaint about the men, isn’t it? That they don’t talk to me first, don’t tell me what’s going on.

“I’ll deal with Brooks,” is my response, and Tanner quirks a brow. Instead of kissing me like I thought he might, he takes a step back and obstinately shoves his pants down his hips, ignoring the bounce of his hard cock as it pops free of the fabric. I try not to look, turning away and stripping off my own pants. My witch hat. My necklace. “You’re sure you’re not mad?” I ask again, risking a glance over my shoulder.

Tanner’s ass is right there. And holy fuck does he have a nice one. Taut, firm cheeks, but not flat like some men’s asses. Plump. Just a little bit plump. I bite my lip and turn away, facing toward the window and the sun-soaked backyard.

Flick has his paws on the windowsill, looking between us and the glass, silently begging for a game of frisbee or maybe a round of bacon-scented pet-friendly bubbles. He’ll jump six feet or higher just to bite one.

“Why would you think I’m mad? Because I’m not fucking you right now?” he asks me, and I grit my teeth against the sound of his smug, all-knowing laughter. “Nothing to do with that. You messed up, Kate, but your intentions were good. Besides …” I turn around to see Tanner, dressed in a pair of my sweatpants (these motherfuckers). He’s pulling a muscle tank over his head, the fabric catching on his nose and lips as he glances back at me. “You looked about two seconds away from tying me up to keep me from leaving the cottage. Worried I wouldn’t come back?”

“Of course I was worried,” I admit, because there’s no point in denying it. Tanner’s gaze scrapes down the length of me, and he bites hard into his lower lip, teeth flashing. Slightly pointed teeth, too. He turns the rest of the way around, and I feel suddenly conscious of my breasts in a way I wasn’t a few seconds ago.

“Please put some clothes on, Kate. You trying to kill me?” His voice is gruff, strained, hands flexing and unflexing at his sides. I guess … I am surprised that he isn’t fucking me right now. I’d tell him no, because my friends are downstairs and I don’t want to be that person. But shouldn’t he at least try? Tanner rubs his hand over his mouth, scraping over the fresh stubble on his face. “That was a nice feeling, kitten. To be wanted like that. To be missed.”

I quickly gather some clothes from my dresser, yanking them on and then hastily pulling my long hair into a ponytail without bothering to brush it. I’m a mess. I need a shower. We all do. This is just a stop-gap measure so that we can get the girls home without being filmed and going … what’s the exponential form of going viral?

“Thank you for deciding to like me,” I tell him, turning so that we’re facing each other, just a foot or so apart. I wonder where Marlowe is? I know why Brooks didn’t follow me up here. And my girls … I should get back downstairs. “But I want you to like me for real.”

“Pretty sure we want the same thing. Don’t stress it. We get on well, don’t you think?” He licks his lips and brushes his thumb across the edge of his mouth. “Shit.” Tanner turns away like he’s having trouble controlling himself, opening the door to the hallway.

Flick immediately scrambles to follow. I suppose I should consider that a good sign, that my dog likes him so much. I’m only slightly salty about being abandoned. With a sigh, I head after them both, pausing briefly in the upstairs bathroom to scrub some of the blood from my face and arms.

I find Marlowe downstairs in a hooded sweatshirt, face clean and fresh. He’s waiting in the living room, occupying his usual spot on the couch.

My cat is in his lap.

My jaw drops open. First my dog and now my cat?

I stop walking.

Tanner’s crow flutters down to land on his shoulder, and he makes a trilling sound that the black-beaked bird returns. The three of them (Tanner, his bird, and my dog) disappear into the kitchen, giving me a second with Marlowe.

His dark eyes are enigmatic, but beautiful, and his inked fingers are stroking down the back of my very angry, very bite-y cat like she’s an angel instead of a demon. I honestly can’t believe what I’m seeing. How is she not biting him? She bites everyone.

“I want to yell at you, Kate. You dragged me back into the Witchwoods.” Marlowe pauses and looks to the side, like he can’t bear to meet my eyes right now. I think about that nearly empty bedroom of his, all of his things tucked into a nest in the corner. Piled around his bed like a wall against the world. Temporary and lonely and sad. Miriam and Dennis were willing to hold candlelight vigils, but they weren’t willing to sacrifice for him.

My throat catches.

“So yell at me,” I tell him, but he just laughs, gently scooping the cat up and putting her aside. She bites him then, and he curses, but that’s all he does. I love that he doesn’t get angry with her.

Marlowe walks up to me, still wearing his witch hat. When he sweeps it off his head and tosses it over mine, I know we’ve come a long way, fast. I grab onto the wide brim with both hands, one on either side, and watch him move away from me into the kitchen.

We’re barely allowed to be in separate rooms.

I’m meant to follow.

Might as well get this over with.

I head after him to find Brooks in a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, unbuttoned. He’s wiped some of the blood from his face, but that’s about it.

My friends are sitting in a circle around the kitchen table, all of their eyes flicking to me as soon as I walk through the doorway. Marlowe is waiting to the right, Tanner leaning back against one of the counters.

Brooks looks right at me, and I shiver. He is pissed.

“What do we do with them?” he asks, gesturing at my friends like they’re not even there. “I’m running low on memory loss charms, and the idea of fucking you to make some more sounds so unappealing that I can’t bear the idea.” He pinches the bridge of his nose and closes all eight of his eyes.

“Do with us? What is that supposed to mean?” Georgia asks, standing up from her chair. I have the idea that maybe those are the first words she’s spoken since we left the Witchwoods. “You don’t get to do anything with us. Memory loss charms? My mind is my own.”

My friend turns to me, worry and anger etched into her expression.

“We’re going to take you guys home for now. I think we all need time to process. But … whenever you’re ready, let’s talk.” I sound so reasonable, standing in my sunny kitchen like we didn’t almost die last night. Like we weren’t almost trapped. Again.

The Hag lured my friends into the woods with her song. I know that. I heard it for myself. How do I stop it from happening again, is the question. I turn to Brooks as Fernanda squirms in her seat and Tacy sits there with her elbows parked on the table, head in her hands. Tacy’s always been a militant realist. This can’t be easy for her to accept. Her entire reality has just shifted to something brand-new and terrifying.

“And don’t worry about memory loss charms,” I add, trying to act like Brooks’ comment about not wanting to fuck me doesn’t sting. “My friends won’t tell anyone. They won’t do anything. We just need to make sure that the Hag can’t call them back to the tree.”

Brooks stares at me, but I refuse to back down from that awful look on his face. I should probably feel penitent, because of what happened to him. He was this close to passing away in a place he vowed never to return to. But I have to stand up for my friends. I have to.

“They should form a coven.” He points at Georgia. “South.” And then over at Tacy. “East.” Fernanda is last. “West. They won’t be able to do big magic, but they’ll be more resistant to the Hag’s songs. That’s all the advice I have. There’s nothing else we can do to help them.” His words sear into me like a burn, a clear admonishment of my actions.

Creeping shadows fill the room, clawed and skittering and disconcerting. One for each person in our coven, of course. But others, too. Blotches of ink-black stuck to all three women. Fernanda’s … has pixie wings?

“A coven?” Tacy asks, finally lifting her head, limp brown hair hanging in a curtain around her sallow face. “What do you mean?”

“A coven,” Fernanda repeats, swallowing and then letting her gaze bounce around the men. I think she’d be happier if her coven was like mine. In fact, I think she’d be thrilled to have a coven like mine. “Okay. Let’s do it. How?”

“This is … a lot.” Georgia looks at me again, but I don’t have any better answers than Brooks. If forming a coven is the only way to keep them safe, then I want them to do it. “What about those people we left behind? Who’s going to help them escape the woods?”

Brooks makes a sound that tells me he’s precariously close to his breaking point.

“For now, take these.” Marlowe moves over to me and removes a few items from his hat, three small stones with holes in their centers. He tosses them onto the table. “These are hag stones. If you look through them, magic is stripped from you—for better or worse. Look regularly, and the Hag shouldn’t be able to call you.”

“The Hag?” Georgia breathes out, rubbing at her face. Yeah. We need to have a long talk, but not today. Later. She’s right: this is a lot. I never expected to share the Witchwoods with my friends, and I’m equal parts excited and terrified about the prospect.

“It’ll take a few weeks—or longer—for you to finish the rituals to form a proper coven,” Tanner adds, since it’s obvious that Brooks is already done with this conversation. “Keep the hag stones, use them. We’ll get you a list of ingredients that you’ll need to gather for the ritual.”

Georgia looks like she wants to kill somebody—preferably one of these men. Fernanda looks dreamy-eyed and distant. Tacy looks half-dead already.

With a bit of convincing, I manage to get my friends outside and into the truck. We leave the men to sit in the cab, the four of us piling into the bed so that we can face each other. It’s not exactly legal, but I don’t exactly care. We’ve ridden in the beds of trucks like this our entire lives, headed down to Willow Creek to search for Bigfoot or driven up winding forest roads to stay at Tacy’s family’s way-too-rustic cabin.

“I’m sorry that I didn’t believe you.” Tacy is the first to say it, tears pricking her eyes. I’m shocked when she crawls forward and puts an arm around my neck, hugging me. I hug her back and it feels nice, like this experience might further my relationship with Tacy the way it’s furthering my relationship with Marlowe. Or breaking it, like it’s doing with Brooks. “It’s just … even if you trust someone, it’s hard to accept the impossible.”

“I wanted to believe so badly,” Fernanda murmurs, fiddling with the hem of her sundress as Tacy returns to her spot in the corner of the truck bed. “I wanted you to be right, even if logically I knew that you couldn’t possibly be. All my life, I’ve wanted to live inside of a book.” I catch sight of a fleeting, private smile on her face. “Now, it feels like I am. For the first time, I feel like a main character.”

I laugh at that, the wind catching my hair, redwood trees slinking lazily past as Brooks drives slowly down the street. According to Georgia, the three of them ended up at her parents’ place to drink some beer and discuss their concerns about me and these strange men that I dragged back from the woods. They’d gone for a walk and somehow ended up at the Witch’s Tree. Having heard the Hag’s luring lullaby, it makes so much more sense now.

“I believed you because you never gave me a reason not to,” Georgia says simply, plainly, one arm thrown over her bent knee. She’s wearing cigarette pants and a deep, contemplative frown. I’ve always known she was the closest person to me after Gram died, that if I needed someone to count on, it could only be her.

My throat closes up, and I wonder if now might be a good time to reveal that we used a memory loss spell on her once before. The longer I keep that truth from Georgia, the worse it’ll be. But I’m tired, and it’s been a long night. I decide to save it for our next meeting.

“Thank you,” I tell her simply, because it’s the only thing I can say.

She nods, but I can see a complex web of emotion in her dark brown eyes. If she only knew what Brooks was suggesting, how big a commitment it would be if the girls did form a coven. It wouldn’t be the same sort of coven that we have, with bukkake in the woods and all that.

It’d be something different, a sisterhood. My throat gets even tighter, and I tuck my knees up, wrapping my arms around them. Georgia watches me, like she can sense there’s a lot more to all of this than what she’s seen and heard thus far.

“If we formed a coven …” Fernanda trails off, pushing her pink hair off her forehead and stroking it nervously with her fingers. “Then we could do magic? Real magic?”

“Real magic,” I admit, and then we’re pulling up to the curb in front of the house I painted, the very last one I did before my heart and mind were split open by the Witchwoods.

The women and I hug each other, say our goodbyes, and then I climb into the truck to sit beside Tanner. He puts an arm around my shoulder and holds me close in a way that’s brand-new for both of us. Unfamiliar to him, something I desperately want but am afraid to admit to.

Affection. Connection. Family.

Brooks doesn’t talk to me, and Marlowe stares at me a lot. For such a short drive, it’s impactful. A hundred things that are unsaid. A million ways to communicate without words.

Once we’re home, I head upstairs, curl up on my bed and fall promptly asleep.

In my dreams, I can hear the Hag singing a morbid dirge. When I wake, that sense of unease sticks with me throughout the rest of the week.
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Brooks

North—Kate—is right. I’ve been treating her as if she were Marlowe or Tanner, and she’s not. I want a man, Brooks. Her words stick in my head, competing with the fury I feel toward her for the reckless action she took.

She might’ve gotten us all killed.

Most importantly, she might’ve gotten herself killed.

I rub a hand over my face, situated at the wooden picnic table in the backyard of the Pink Lady. The house hasn’t changed at all since I was a kid, but the world around it is an enigma. I try not to let it get to me. People are people, no matter what. When I left for the Witchwoods in 1955, they were selfish and self-centered and greedy. When I came back, they were exactly the same.

The obsession with phones is a new one though. I can’t stand it. Even Kate is on hers far more often than seems reasonable. What could a rectangle of misinformation and desperate cries for attention have on it that’s better than the living, breathing world? Than a walk on the beach in the early morning hours with nobody around. Than sex on a hot summer night with the windows thrown wide. Than a fresh bowl of pasta with basil and melted mozzarella.

I put my elbow on the table as Kate climbs the scaffolding, insistent on doing the detail work herself. I like that about her. Good work ethic. Attention to detail. Drive and determination.

What I don’t like is her throwing herself into the Witchwoods without thinking. Dragging me and Tanner and Marlowe back into the hellscape we just barely survived.

For now, she’s avoiding me, and I’m returning the favor, but this stalemate won’t last.

I think about our chess match, the way she touched her hair and licked her lips, inviting me without even realizing she was doing it. I think of the gentle way she yielded to me on the rug in the hallway, spreading her pale thighs and welcoming me into her body.

I stand up because I can’t sit any longer, because when I look at her, all I want to do is fuck her. I can’t let myself give in, not until she understands the severity of the situation. I’m worried that she doesn’t, that she’s still thinking of ways to rescue those two people back at the cottage.

“You could start the conversation, you know,” Tanner tells me, a roller in his hand, white paint smeared across his right cheek. “If you wanted to end this stalemate, it wouldn’t be hard.”

I ignore him, my gaze catching on Marlowe as he watches the ghost pace back and forth inside one of the downstairs windows. Exorcising it would be best, but we’re still struggling to gather all of the necessary ingredients for the binding spell. We don’t have time to deal with some random ghost.

“Leave it,” I tell him, moving over to the wall and looking up. There are rollers and paintbrushes going by themselves, fueled by magic. I wanted to see if we could do it, cast spells with the items available in this world. We can. I have to make substitutions, use the knowledge that my mentor left for me.

She was a wise woman, from some ancient, forgotten culture that nobody remembers now. Even in my time, nobody had ever heard of her people or, if they had, they’d gone out of their way to erase their existence.

She taught me everything, and what she couldn’t teach me, I learned by memorizing her books. Long nights spent all alone in that cottage, reading page after page of her handwriting and doing my best not to remember her screams—or Sharyn’s. God, Sharyn, I’m so sorry. I was never worthy of being your big brother.

We won’t be able to keep this up for long, the spelled rollers and brushes, but it’s something we could do long-term once we’re not chasing spell ingredients for other shit. This is what I want, ultimately. A stable home, a family, kids.

A wife.

Kate was right when she called me out for treating her the way I did, but she was dead-wrong for jumping into that tree without consulting the rest of us. I can feel the anger on the back of my tongue, hot and bitter.

She doesn’t see me standing there at the bottom of the scaffolding, and I don’t bother to call out to her. Instead, I pick up a brush and get to work.
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On the way home, we stop at the store for groceries. Going inside is like a shock to my system, like entering a science fiction world from one of my sister’s books. It’s fluorescent and loud, and I don’t understand why there’s so much processed food. The unmanned, computerized checkout nearly gives me a heart attack.

So, the customer is doing the work of an employee but for no discount whatsoever? I sign this to Tanner, but he just shrugs. Even Marlowe doesn’t understand why a person would want to scan their own groceries.

Kate is quick, but not quick enough.

Before we’ve even gotten to the truck, we’re swarmed by a small crowd. People brandish their little phone rectangles at us, pushing in for a closer look, shouting questions. I hear my name. Tanner’s. Marlowe’s. People ask Kate how she brought us back. Others shout about the woods and how it’s impossible to get close to the Witch’s Tree anymore.

Good.

That fear spell should keep them out, safe and secure in the real world where they belong.

Tanner, Marlowe, and I force a space bubble around Kate, fighting our way into the truck. I’m driving again today, and I’m not nice about it. When someone gets in front of me, I rev the truck and push against them until they move. Luckily, they all scramble out of the way so I don’t have to kill anybody.

“God, this is hell on earth,” Kate groans, putting her face in her hands. “Makes me feel sorry for Hawk Tuah Girl.”

I have no idea what she’s talking about, but I understand the gist of her words.

We’re world-famous. I get it. Even with the changes wrought by the woods, it’s easy to compare a photograph of me or Tanner or Marlowe to our current selves. Only a fool would believe that the three of us just happen to have male relatives of a similar age who appeared in town all at once.

“We need to cast another foreboding spell,” Tanner mutters, staring out the window at the streets. There are so many cars now, so many people. I could let the shock of a changed world get to me, but I don’t. I won’t. I fucking refuse.

“Right. As soon as we’re done with the binding spell,” I say dryly, just like I did to Kate.

Nobody speaks on our way home, and we all retire to separate areas of the house.

It isn’t until close to midnight that Kate seeks me out, walking into the kitchen with a robe over her shoulders, arms crossed, feet bare. She’s biting her lip, and I sense that she’s seeking me out with a specific purpose in mind.

“Can we talk?” she asks as I lift up a glass of brandy and put it to my lips. I don’t respond, and she takes the seat across from me anyway. I like that about her, how stubborn she can be. In the end, she’ll accept that I’m the leader, but the challenge is interesting.

“Sure.” I take another sip of my drink, the back door thrown wide despite the mosquitos. I love the sound of the woods, the whisper of the wind in the trees. I even like the distant hum of traffic from a nearby road, a reminder that in these woods, we’re not alone.

I said I’d never go back to the Witchwoods and yet, I went back for you, Kate.

I toss back the remaining alcohol and pour some more. Kate watches me for a minute and then stands up to retrieve a glass pipe from one of the kitchen drawers. It still blows my mind that marijuana is legal now. Back in my time, just a simple possession charge was worth prison time. How the world has changed in my absence.

Kate moves over to the doorway, lighting up and inhaling before she blows cannabis-scented smoke into the yard.

“I know that what I did was reckless, that it was wrong in a way.” She pauses to glance back at me, the sleeve of her black robe sliding down a smooth, pale shoulder. My cock is excited by the sight, but my mind is hard. I’ve always been able to put logic first. It’s why I’m still alive.

If I can’t make Katelynn understand how close we came to losing everything, then I can’t sleep with her. If I’d died, we’d have been condemning the entire world. No full coven to close the gate against the Hag Wytch. Nobody around to write the damn spell in the first place.

This close to total disaster. Catastrophe. To joining my baby sister in the Hag’s gullet and suffering for eternity with no hope of escape.

Yeah, it was bad. I’m not overreacting. Underreacting maybe. If Marlowe or Tanner had done what Kate did, I … God. I almost laugh. My shadow does, shaking on the wall like it’s in the throes of a fit, antlers stretched out as it looms over Kate.

She turns around and leans her back against the doorjamb, watching me through gorgeous hazel eyes. They were pretty before, but after the ritual, they’re brilliant. What luck, that we’d find a North that was a woman. Not only that, but a beautiful North. A North in our age-range. A North with compassion and drive.

A North that’s almost too sweet. Cloying. What am I supposed to do with someone like this? Her hero’s heart is going to get us all eaten. See, I need to slaughter the Hag, not be swallowed up and fail my sister twice.

“Yeah?” I retort, but that’s it. Let’s hear Kate out. I want to know what she’s thinking, if she finally understands. Can’t kick her ass and beat the idea into her the way I would’ve done with the boys. Unfortunately, sweet as Kate is, she’s stubborn, too.

“I don’t want to put a but to my words, but there is one. You guys keep doing the same to me, making decisions without telling me beforehand. Like how Marlowe assaulted me and dragged me into the woods. He could’ve asked me. He could’ve explained. He didn’t because he needed to get out of there and, in a way, I understand that.”

Kate takes a deep breath and even though I can feel my anger boiling over, I let her keep talking. I can see her cleavage now, with the robe dipped down on either side. Pale and plump and delectable. I could put her on her knees, fuck those tits. Come on her face. And I want to. I bet she’d love it, too.

But I can’t.

I can’t.

I sip my drink again, gathering ironclad control around me like a shield. It’s what I’m good at. It’s what helped me survive that place and all those months alone. I spent nearly ten months in the Witchwoods without my mentor before Tanner came along. The despair, the isolation. The only way I survived it was by taking control.

“What are you trying to say?” I ask, my voice harsh, punitive. I finish off a second glass, more than I should have. I’m deep into this bottle now and seething.

“I did what I had to do, even if I wished I could’ve made another choice. That’s what I’m saying, Brooks, that I understand you. Tanner. Marlowe. Nothing in life is uncomplicated or simple. Nothing is easy. Everything is shades of gray, and this is mine.”

Kate takes another drag on her pipe, but I just sit there, unmoved by her words. My fingers drum on the table as I push back the righteous anger surging up in me. I sip my drink. I watch the play of the porch light on her beautiful orange hair. I breathe in and smell cannabis and liquor and the soft floral scent that permeates this entire house. Laundry detergent, maybe. Potpourri. I’m not sure.

“You were angry with us for doing what we did,” I begin, as carefully and as calmly as I can. I loved my father, but he was a hard-ass. His anger often undercut his wisdom, and I refuse to be that person. I’m pissed, but I’m doing my best not to let it unspool. “You lectured me just last week, and I listened to what you had to say. I was working to make the changes you asked for, and you did anything but lead by example.”

Kate’s lips purse, her pink pipe held up in one hand, like she was about to take a drag and chose not to. Smoke curls up from the end of it, drawing a crooked line of white through her face.

She’s not the sort of woman that would’ve garnered male attention in my time. Maybe she’s not even the type that would garner much male attention now, but that’s a shame and a disgrace. Her mind is sharp, and her heart is good. She has beautiful eyes, full lips, and soft, feminine curves. Kate is the kind of woman who’s often overlooked, but sorely underappreciated.

Frankly, I can’t think of a man I’ve ever met who would be disappointed to have her as a wife. That’s what she is to me. I understand that now. A wife. Kate was right: in those woods, we made our vows.

“What you did, it came with big consequences, Kate. We could’ve been killed. We could’ve been trapped. We could’ve had our souls eaten. If it came down to choosing between your friends and you, between your friends and Marlowe. Tanner. Guess what I’d have chosen? Being a leader is hard work. Actions have consequences, and sometimes there are no good choices. No right answers.” I set my drink down on the table a little harder than necessary, and I can see that both my words and my actions are only making her more obstinate, rather than less.

“It wasn’t a conscious choice for me to follow them; I just did it. I couldn’t leave them there. But now you’re saying that if I hadn’t done that, you’d have left them? All you’re telling me is that in the future, I should make the same choice all over again.” Kate turns away, black and orange hair spilling over her shoulder as she stares out at the trees and brings the pipe to her lips, inhaling and holding the smoke in before she releases it in a white curl against the ebony night.

“Who knows what I’d have done? You didn’t give me the choice. That’s what you told Marlowe, right? That there’s no way of knowing what decision you’d have made in his shoes because you weren’t given the opportunity. That’s where I’m at. I have no idea what I’d have done, and postulating on it now is pointless.” I can feel my heart racing, anger curling my fingers into a fist on the tabletop. She should be sorry, not combative.

There’s a tense static between us, the prickle of a challenge. I want to butt up against Kate, and I want to win. When we were playing chess, I liked the fight. Losing to her only made me want to fight harder. But now, tonight? I’m just annoyed.

“Postulating? God.” Kate snorts and takes another drag on her pipe, absently pulling a tennis ball from the pocket of her robe. She tosses it into the yard and her dog takes off like he’s caught the scent of a rabbit. When he brings it back, he places it in her palm and waits for her to throw it again.

“Three people were at risk. You made it seven. You didn’t ask or do a risk assessment. We didn’t talk about it or prepare. You made the decision for all of us. If you’d have asked, we could’ve come up with a plan.” A harsh laugh escapes me, grating, rough. I almost died when the Hag took me, almost left my coven alone in the place they needed me most. So yeah. I’m afraid. It’s healthy to have fear of something that can not only kill you, but trap your spirit. There is no rebirth or heaven with the Hag, just a dark and endless prison.

“I didn’t think you’d follow me,” she admits, like it’s a dirty secret she wasn’t planning on airing. It almost feels like a confession, maybe even a bid for attention. Part of me wants to answer it, to wrap her in my arms and promise something sweet. But I can’t do that either. “Tanner, maybe. But not Marlowe. Definitely not you.”

I suck in a sharp breath.

“You think we can barely let you be in the next room, but we wouldn’t follow you through an interdimensional gate? There is no life for us here without you, Kate.” What I’m trying to say is, I don’t think I can handle a broken coven. I want a whole coven. A family. I’m not sure if that’s how Kate takes it.

“Whatever that means,” she murmurs under her breath, and then she’s the one who’s sighing.

She looks right at me, and I know that she’s as lonely as we were. Even here in the big, wide world, with people all around her, Kate was lonely. Is still lonely. I’d say that I didn’t understand why she was fighting this so hard, but that’s not true. Getting a glimpse of something good and then losing it is one of the most devastating things there is. That is why I’m so afraid. So angry. I’ve gotten a glimpse, and I’m not letting go.

“I don’t respect authority, Brooks. Not for the simple sake of authority itself. If somebody wants to lead me, they have to earn it.”

I close my eyes and exhale, working my jaw and unflexing my hand. I press my palm into the tabletop, breathing in and out several times before I open my eyes. My entire body is tense with frustration, but I reign it in.

“If you defer to my authority, I’ll do my best to respect your wishes.” There. The words hurt coming out, but I did it. It’s an offer I wouldn’t bother to make to Tanner or Marlowe. It is an offer, however, that I’d make to my wife.

“If you prove through actions that you’re worthy of authority, then I’ll defer to it.” She sets her pipe down on the outdoor table, picks up the tennis ball from the deck, and hauls her arm back for a hard throw. The ball disappears into the dark woods behind the house, and Flick follows it with a single-minded focus that I can respect.

Sometimes, when you need to get something done, you develop tunnel vision. For years in the Witchwoods, I operated inside the confines of a narrow focus. Getting out was all that mattered, and then this woman … she dragged me back in like it was nothing.

I run a hand over my face, tired. Exhausted. I was never like Marlowe. I always knew that coming home wouldn’t be easy, but it should be getting easier over time. Not harder. The Witchwoods are spilling out and tainting the life we’re supposed to be building together.

“If you don’t give me the opportunity to prove myself, then how can I do that, Kate?” I notice that her shoulders tense and then relax, like my use of her name in place of her title—North—was acknowledged and appreciated. “What do you think I was doing, anyway, following you into the Witchwoods? I went back to a place I would’ve given anything to escape. For you. Because of you.”

Kate turns back to look at me, and I see her pale throat move as she swallows. She tells the dog that they’re all finished, drops the tennis ball into a basket near the door, and moves over to the fridge. Kate stands there, one knee cocked, toes pressed into the floor. She holds the doors wide open and peers aside, limned with white light from the sci-fi-like appliance.

After several moments of silence, she selects a drink, pops the top, and turns around. Kate chugs it and then steps closer to me, putting the can on the table beside my bourbon. I’m leaned back in my chair, knees splayed, one elbow on the tabletop and head in my hand.

She reaches down to the tie of her robe, her eyes on mine. I stay where I am as she unties it, revealing a purple lace bra with a silver crescent moon in the center. Matching panties. My body responds like a forest fire, but my mind is cold. Maybe too cold. Maybe fucked up by the Witchwoods and everything I suffered there.

Kate drops the robe between my knees, letting it pool like black oil on the kitchen floor. She kneels down on it, putting her hands on either of my thighs. The intensity of my anger is not only met but entirely surpassed by lust.

Goddamn, but Kate really does it for me. I don’t know if it’s because I haven’t had a woman in so long, if it’s a side effect of the ritual, or if it’s my possessive nature coming out in full force. She’s mine. She’s the only woman I’ll have from now on. We’ll be together until the day I die.

I put my hands over hers, and the urge is there to grab on, to hold her in place. That’s not what I do. I push her off, even as she grips harder, fingernails skimming across the denim of my jeans.

“No. I want an apology, not a blow job.”

Kate gapes up at me, and I realize belatedly that maybe a blow job would suffice for an apology.

“You’re kidding me, right?” she asks, bewildered. I’m so turned-on, so hard, so ready to fuck … it’s making me even angrier than I was before. I want to accept her offer, but I won’t. Being the leader isn’t easy. It’s hell sometimes. This is one of those moments. “I’m not allowed to turn you guys down for sex, but you can tell me to piss off? How is that fair? Yet again, ridiculous double standards.”

I grit my teeth and, when Kate tries to pull away, I put my hand on the top of her head.

“You know what?” I tell her, cocking a brow. “You’re right. You want to suck my dick so badly, have at it. Let’s get this over with.”

I lean back even further in the chair, keeping one hand on her head and using the other to undo my jeans.

Kate scowls at me.

“My interest is soured. My pussy is dry, and I don’t fucking want you anymore.” When Kate tries to pull away, I dig my fingers into her hair, and she makes this sound that’s either excitement or disbelief, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s both?

“Your pussy might be dry, but your mouth isn’t. Come on. This is what you wanted, and you’re right. I accept what you have to say, and I’m giving in.” I flick my button open, drag down my zipper. My cock is hot and hard, almost painful. Arguing with Kate, that does it for me, too. “Get it done, and stake your claim.”

She makes another sound, a curse caught up in a scoff, and then she grabs me around the base of my shaft with a tight, angry fist. With her lip curved up on one side in a scowl, Kate leans in and spits on me. Her saliva drips down the sides of my shaft as she jerks her fist in a messy, sloppy handjob that shouldn’t be so hot, but is anyway.

Kate’s trying to punish me, but it doesn’t matter. My muscles are tense, my sack is taut, my entire body wound up and ready for release. Our eyes stay locked the entire time, just like they did in the woods when I jerked myself off and came all over her tits. Just like when we were playing chess.

Yes, I want to win this struggle for dominance, but I love that she isn’t making it easy. When Tanner and Marlowe fight me, it’s just annoying. When Kate does it, it’s hot.

“I’m not sorry,” Kate murmurs, yanking my dick like she’s taking all her anger out on it. Doesn’t matter. It feels so fucking good, and I love it. Nice and slick from her saliva, from my pre-ejac. Hard. Almost painful. And that stare? Most things about the modern world, I’m not a fan of. But the women? Fuck. “I’m not going to apologize to you because I’d do it all over again. If I had to make the same decision tomorrow, it’d be Sunday on repeat.”

She drops her lips over the tip of my cock before I can respond, and a groan escapes instead of the reprimand I should be issuing. My fingers tighten in her hair, pushing her down, making her take as much of me as she’s physically able. The sounds that she makes, the way she swallows repeatedly, the drip of saliva on my balls, soaking my jeans.

My hips buck up off the chair, and her fingernails dig into my thighs. Witch nails, long and pointy. Blood stains the denim, but I love that, too. Bodily fluids and blurred boundaries, that’s all part and parcel of being in a coven.

I let my head fall back, moaning shamelessly, not giving a shit that the back door is open. Can the neighbors hear? I hope so. I want the whole world to know how good I’ve got it in this kitchen, how sultry and sweet my wife’s mouth is. Kate wants to be mad at me, but she loves sucking my dick.

I’m filled with a sudden urge to pick her up and toss her onto this table, to drop to my own knees between her thighs and clean all that slick arousal from her pussy with my tongue. She tasted so. damn. good. I want more. I want to consume her until she doesn’t look at me like the extra man in the coven, the one that just doesn’t make sense.

I grab a handful of her hair, dick twitching against her tongue, seed spilling down her throat. She does that fast-swallow move again, drinking me down like she’s hungry for it, and it’s physically painful for me not to return the favor.

With a pop, Kate slips her mouth off my cock, swiping her arm over her lips and breathing hard. I let her go, silky strands of black and orange hair whispering across my fingertips.

She shoves up to her feet quickly, using the table and not my legs to brace herself. Just before she turns away, I swear that I see tears glistening in her eyes. Oh, fuck no. I launch myself out of the chair and grab her face, forcing her to turn back to look at me.

She really is crying.

“Leave me alone, South,” she snaps at me, trying and failing to push my hand off. I step around her, caging her legs between mine, bracketing her face between my palms. Kate avoids eye contact with me, and for some reason, that’s the worst part of it all.

“Why are you crying?” I demand, because I need to know. I don’t understand. Weren’t we just going at it, tit for tat? How can I let my wife suck me off and then run away in tears? No. Absolutely not. Unacceptable.

“It doesn’t matter. Just leave me alone. You got what you wanted, right?” She tries yet again to free herself from me, but I refuse to let her go. I take a few steps, turning us so that she’s trapped between me and the counter.

“No. I gave you what you wanted. I went into the Witchwoods. I let you suck me off when what I really want is to hear you say that you understand.” I use my thumbs to tilt her face up, and I can’t believe what the sight of her tears does to me. I want to hug her, hold her, show her what it’d be like if she just let me take charge of everything. “We’re a coven, Kate. We’re going to make a family out of that coven. You’re not alone anymore, and with that comes both the good and the bad. You can’t make decisions by yourself any longer.”

“Please,” she whispers, so softly, so urgently, that I ache in ways I’ve never ached before. “Let me go.”

“Never,” I reply easily, but I release her for the time being, step back, and watch her flee the kitchen like it’s on fire.

“Want me to go over everything you just did wrong?” Tanner asks, appearing in the back door and picking up Kate’s discarded pipe. I’m not sure that Kate knew he was out there, but I did. Probably why the dog was so interested in playing fetch. “Or maybe you already know, and it’d be a moot point?”

“I’m not interested in dealing with you right now,” I tell him with a scowl, gaze fixed on the entrance to the living room. When Kate disappeared up the stairs, Marlowe followed after her. He’s going in for the kill, and so is Tanner.

I seem to be the only one standing on the sidelines, and I don’t like it.

“No, you wouldn’t be because I tell you like it is, don’t I?” Tanner chuckles and settles into one of the outdoor chairs, smoking weed like he was born in this era instead of one that neither of us got to see. “Kate knows that she made a mistake, but ramming it down her throat isn’t going to make her love you.”

“Maybe not, but it’ll keep her alive.” I leave Tanner where he is, that smug fucker, and I head upstairs to find Marlowe in bed with Kate. They’re not having sex, just lying back-to-back like they’ve known each other forever.

It’s my night in the bed.

I wet my lips, debating my choices.

When I step close and flick back the curtain, moonlight spills across Kate’s face. Her lips are parted, breath slow and easy in sleep, but her pillow is wet with tears.

I work my jaw, flex my hands, blow out a small exhale.

I think about the expression on her face when I woke up on the couch inside the cottage, how relieved she was, how worried, how happy she was that I was okay.

Kneeling down in a puddle of moonlight, I throw a strange shadow on the wall, one that shouldn’t rightfully exist. The lighting isn’t right. The angle is all wrong. Still, the dark version of me with antlers bends down and kisses the curled form of the woman with horns. I press my lips to her forehead, gentler than I ever would’ve been had she been awake.

I’m going to make you want to belong to me, Kate.

When I sit back on my haunches, I see that Marlowe is sitting up and watching me.

We stare at each other, but he doesn’t say a word, not even when I scoot Kate into the middle of the bed and climb in beside her. I’m still angry, but that’s neither here nor there. She’s asleep, and I hate that I made her cry.

Katelynn didn’t cry once, not throughout this whole thing. Not when Marlowe violated her. Not when we manipulated her and lied to her. Not when she was confused or hurt or upset.

Only tonight, and I can’t figure out why that is.

Tanner comes up shortly after and, after several long moments of staring at the three of us, he makes room for himself on the opposite side of the bed from me. Marlowe growls at him, but doesn’t move and, for the first time ever, our coven sleeps whole and sound beneath the same covers.
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Kate

There are three men in my bed when I wake up. A dog sprawled across my feet. A cat on my pillow. And a crow with six eyes peering down at me from its perch on the headboard.

I don’t know how I’m supposed to get up without waking the menagerie, but I have to pee. I turn my head slightly to see who it is that’s lying on my right. I’m surprised to find Brooks’ wide back, naked and muscular and inked and scarred.

Shit. I look back up at the ceiling, past Ebon who’s tilting her head back and forth at me like she’s trying to figure me out. I’d love it if she could, figure me out, that is. Then she could get back to me and tell me all of the things about myself that even I don’t understand.

What happened last night between me and Brooks? A power struggle, probably. I don’t know why I cried. It’s not like anything that happened between us was a big deal. Brooks was right. Is right. I should’ve told the men that I was going after my friends, but I was afraid that they were going to say no.

What would I have done then?

I throw an arm over my eyes, blocking out the light and simultaneously stroking Stix’s fur. She bites me, but not too hard. Guess she’s in a good mood today.

If I’d told the guys that I wanted to save my friends, and they refused to let me do that … I wouldn’t have been able to get over it. Our dynamic would’ve changed completely, irreparably. My friends are my only family. With Gram dead, with Mom dead, with my dad being a fucking asshole who married my classmate … with two siblings who are strangers …

Losing them would’ve been akin to losing my whole heart.

You should’ve told the men you wanted to save your friends—and then you should’ve told them why. If I had, I could’ve given them the chance to prove themselves. Brooks is right about that, too, that I never gave them the opportunity to show me who they really are.

Love doesn’t grow without vulnerability. I know that. But what happens if I take that leap and there’s no parachute to catch me on the way down? The impact would kill me, instantly. I know that, too.

With a sigh, I drop my arm—and come away with a few scratches from Stix—then wiggle my way out from between Brooks and Marlowe. Flick is up now, ears perked and lips pulled back in a doggy grin. I put my finger to my mouth as Ebon reaches out and takes a small hank of my hair in her beak before letting it slide free again. I lift a hand up and she lets me stroke her shiny black breast with my fingers.

I’m smiling as I crawl out of the warm nest of blankets. Despite my argument with Brooks last night, this is … really nice. Although, I think we might need to get another bed or something, push two kings together. Brooks and Tanner are spilling over the edges of the mattress, and Marlowe and I were squashed together like sardines.

Why are they all in my bed? I wonder as my feet hit the floor and, thankfully, Flick decides to follow me. I was starting to think he only loved his new dad.

I stop walking in the hallway, caught halfway between the bedroom and the bathroom.

His new … dad? Eww. Did I just have that thought organically? With a shudder, I force myself to keep walking until I hit the bathroom. It’s nice to be able to pee without a man or two or three standing outside the partially cracked door.

“You think we can barely let you be in the next room, but we wouldn’t follow you through an interdimensional gate?”

I’m just standing up from the toilet, wishing I’d changed out of my stupid purple lace panties, when the door swings open. Flick bares his teeth at Brooks, which is sort of comforting. The imposing witch man leans his shoulder against the door, muscular arms crossed, expression piercing.

I can’t stand to look back at him. I don’t know why. Holding his gaze was surprisingly easy before, even while he was jerking off and coming all over me in the middle of the woods. Now? Here in this sunlit bathroom at too early an hour …

“Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you getting up?” he asks, and his voice is low and deep and smooth. Really, he has a very nice voice, bass-like and commanding. Who wouldn’t want to defer to that authority. I almost gag.

“Did you really think I cared if you did?” I retort, washing my hands. My back and shoulders are sore from sleeping in this stupid bra. I can’t believe I didn’t change clothes last night, but my body just felt so heavy, dejected and exhausted. Marlowe was pretty great though, especially in that he didn’t say anything, just curled up beside me and watched me until I fell asleep.

“Why were you crying last night, Kate?” Brooks asks, and there’s no change in his tone. He’s just as domineering, as even and steady, as he was when he was dressing me down last night.

I sweep my hair into a loose ponytail, slip a headband on, and start washing my face. Brooks doesn’t leave. He just stands there, observing me in such a way that my skin prickles and my heart beats wildly. I’m wearing the lingerie I put on for him, the lingerie that he rejected me in. I really, really wish I wasn’t wearing it. We’re not at this level yet, me and Brooks. This level where I can wear lace underwear and a low-cut bra in front of him like it’s nothing.

It is most definitely something.

He’s still there when I finish, patting my face dry with one of Gram’s floral washcloths. She called them warshcloths. I’m not sure where the extra R came from, but I miss hearing her say it anyway. I have videos on my phone, but I’m not ready to watch them just yet.

I pick up my toothbrush under that scrutinizing stare.

“Why did you cry, Katelynn?” Brooks repeats, but I don’t know if I have an answer to his question. It’s quite possible that I don’t.

Because I’m pretty sure you don’t like me, Brooks. No, I’m certain that he doesn’t. I went to him in lingerie, got on my knees, and … shit. I don’t know. I’ve never had a relationship quite like the ones I’m forming with these men. The intensity is something startling, exciting, and terrifying. If I’d still been dating Nathan when I met these guys, I would’ve known immediately that he wasn’t the right person for me.

I never cared half as much about his opinion as I do theirs.

God. It’s true, isn’t it? I care what they think. I care that Brooks is upset with me.

Marlowe appears behind Brooks, scowling when he sees that his entry into the bathroom is blocked.

“Dude, move,” Marlowe hisses out, but Brooks just tosses a casual look over his shoulder.

“No.”

“Seriously?” Marlowe sounds almost hysterical, but I realize now that this is a common reaction from him. He’s a bit of a drama llama. Lo grabs his junk and scowls. “I’m going to piss my fucking pants.”

With a sigh, Brooks scoots to one side, holding out his hand like allowing Marlowe into the bathroom is an act of magnanimity. As Marlowe moves past me to the toilet, I turn and try to flee the room.

Brooks is blocking the doorway again.

“Um, I’m sure Marlowe would like some privacy.” I glance back at him, gesturing absently at … wow. Lo has just shoved his sweatpants down his hips, baring his gorgeous ass and taking his cock into his hand. He groans as he lets his head fall back, eyes closed.

I look away very quickly at the sound of liquid hitting the water in the toilet.

Brooks is still blocking me.

“Morning, cov,” Tanner says, padding down the hallway looking sleepy and satisfied. He pats Brooks on the shoulder, and this time, Brooks lets him in without complaint. Doesn’t let me out though.

I’m trapped in the bathroom as Marlowe tucks his junk back into his pants, as Tanner starts the shower, as Brooks continues to bar the door with his massive body.

“Why were you crying, Kate?” he asks, voice low enough that I’m probably the only one who can hear it. Flick is attacking the spray from the shower, spattering the backs of my legs with warm water. This is an old house, and both the plumbing and the water heater could really use some work. No way that water got so hot so quick all on its own.

I look away from Brooks only to catch Marlowe using my toothbrush.

“What the hell?” I demand, briefly distracted from Brooks. “I have some spare toothbrushes in one of those drawers.” I gesture at the opposite side of the counter. I can’t get over there, not with two beefy witch men blocking the narrow space.

Tanner, well, he’s buck-fucking-naked. I can feel my heart rate rising rapidly. If it wasn’t for the presence of the dog, this entire room might devolve into unspeakable filth.

“What? You’ll let me spit cum in your mouth, but I can’t use your toothbrush? I thought we were getting somewhere, Kate.” Marlowe proceeds to brush his teeth as I stand there gaping at him.

“I …” Words fail me. Then I look back to find Tanner soaping his naked body—including his dick and balls—with my expensive goat milk soap. Time to leave this room.

I spin to face Brooks, and I can see from his hard-nosed expression that he’s like a troll with a bridge toll. I’m not leaving here until I offer an answer.

My phone pings from its place on the counter, and I pick it up, relieved for the distraction. Not that old-fashioned Brooks McDowell sees a phone notification as a worthy distraction. I see a message from Georgia but Brooks snatches the phone from my hand before I have the chance to read it.

He dangles it above my head, waiting for an answer that I don’t know how to give.

I care too much what you think. I never care what people think. So, why you? Why, when you’re suck a dick. Shit. Why not be honest with both myself and with him? I might as well.

“Because you don’t like me, Brooks. That’s why.” I lift up on my tiptoes and snatch the phone from him. Only, I think, because he’s so surprised. That’s probably why he lets me slip under his arm and dart down the hallway, because he didn’t expect those words to come out of my mouth and neither did I.

On my way downstairs, for whatever reason, I grab my witch hat from the hook in the foyer and toss it on. The men have gotten me in the habit. I want a sentient hat, too, damn it.

My retreat is temporary—I can hear Brooks following me into the kitchen—but I ignore him, putting a pot of coffee on and cracking some cans of food for Flick and Stix. When Ebon flies into the room and lands on my shoulder, I’m pleasantly surprised and far more flattered than I should be.

Since I have no idea what crows like—and since I can feel Brooks staring at the back of my head—I immerse myself in Google. What is a crow’s favorite food? The answers vary, from fruit to mealworms to walnuts. I don’t happen to have any mealworms in the cabinets, but I do have hazelnuts. I offer her some, fully aware that she’s a Witchwoods crow with too many eyes. Maybe she only eats the hearts of virgins or something?

But no, Ebon takes the hazelnuts from my hand with a happy little trill that makes me smile in spite of everything. This is why I like animals. They live in the moment, thrive in the present.

The coffee maker beeps, and I pour myself a cup, the crow hitching a ride on my shoulder. She stays there as I add some half-and-half, my spoon clanking against the porcelain.

“Want any coffee?” I ask casually, and then my entire body breaks out in a hot shiver as Brooks puts his hands on the counter on either side of me, bracketing me in place. Ebon caws in annoyance, and makes a move like she might be pecking at his face.

“In the beginning, no. I didn’t like you. Things are different now, Kate.”

“You guys made vows to me, I get it. Whether you like it or not, you’re in for the long-haul. Same here. I’m in. I’m showing up, Brooks. I’m present.” I take a sip of my coffee, even though it’s a little hot. I want to go outside and have a minute to myself, but I’m not sure that’s going to happen.

“Whether you like it or not?” he asks dryly, and I shrug. The crow jostles around but doesn’t move. Seems like she’s taken a shine to me. Good. Tanner stole my dog, and I’ll steal his bird. Brooks works his jaw and steps back, leaving me feeling weirdly cold.

I have a hot cup of coffee between my hands. A magic crow on my shoulder. Magic. I shouldn’t feel this … off. Especially not over some ridiculous argument with a man I don’t even like.

“Yes. Whether I like it or not.” Whether you like me or not. Vows. We made vows. Vows that involved the men chasing me through the woods and having their way with me. Don’t think about that, Kate. Just don’t go there.

I take a sip of my coffee, shifting my gaze to the window leading out to the backyard.

There’s a glowing banana slug that’s the size of a car. It’s making its way through the grass, eye stalks swiveling lazily. Wonderful.

“Yeah, I’ll take a cup of coffee. Black.” Brooks kicks out a chair from the table and takes a seat in it. He’s annoyed with me, but that’s fine. I’m annoyed with him too. A simple I like you, Kate would make me feel leagues better.

Tanner appears in the doorway without a shirt on, tousling his black and gold hair with a towel. He makes his way into the kitchen, taking note of the bird on my shoulder. His fancy brow goes up, and he flicks his tongue against the scar at the edge of his mouth.

“Huh.” That’s what he says, moving over to the cabinet to grab his own mug. He fills it with coffee and then tosses it onto the table in front of Brooks before I get the chance. Our self-proclaimed leader bristles, and Tanner grins. “Milk and sugar for me, kitten.”

I smile to myself as I snag another mug and make coffee for a man that’s actually nice to me. I wasn’t sure at first, but Tanner is putting in the effort to get to know me. I … I’m starting to like him back.

And Marlowe …

He enters the room like a thundercloud, using my brush on his oil-slick black hair.

“Coffee?” I ask him casually, as if we didn’t enter the Witchwoods and nearly die just a handful of days ago. I don’t even react to the glowing mushrooms that have sprouted from the top of my refrigerator. I’m comfortable with the idea of magic now. Would even be excited by it if the Hag wasn’t actively hunting us.

“Can you do an iced latte? That’s what I want. Miriam, Dennis, and I used to go through a coffee drive-through everyday before class.” Marlowe slumps into a chair, tossing the brush onto the surface of the table. Brooks stares at it in such a way that I figure he’s one of those people who’s grossed out by the idea of a hairbrush in a kitchen.

Doesn’t bother me.

I hand Tanner his coffee and then I pick up the brush, offering Ebon a little stroke down her feathers before I put it to my own hair. Brooks ignores me, sipping his coffee and staring at the wall instead of any of us.

“I can do an iced coffee with milk?” I offer, and Lo slants me this look that I have no idea how to unpack. He likes me better for what I did, not less the way Brooks does. He might be talking about Miriam and Dennis, but only like they’re an important part of his past.

“Thanks, Kate,” he says, which might be the nicest, most reasonable thing he’s ever said to me. I blush, over something that stupid. Thanks, Kate. He clears his throat, fingers tapping nervously on the tabletop. “I’d like to accept the Waverley’s dinner offer.” Marlowe scoffs when he says that, like he isn’t as honored by his friends’ adoption of his last name as you might think.

If Miriam and Dennis hadn’t abandoned him in the Witchwoods, he probably would’ve loved it.

“Why?” Brooks is the one that asks. The idea of going over there for dinner makes me uncomfortable, but I understand. I think … that Marlowe might want to show off. Correction: that he might want to show me off. Me.

“Does it fucking matter?” Marlowe shoots back, and I find that I’m just glad that I am not the one under Brooks’ microscope for once. “Twenty-five percent of the time, we’ll do what I want to do. You can make the decisions for your twenty-five percent.”

“I’ll make the decisions for one-hundred percent of our time, but I’ll also take your wishes into account.”

I almost drop the ice cubes when he says that, a clear throwback to last night. The conversation might have moved on, but Brooks and I are still mired in it.

“We need a corpse for this binding spell, don’t we?” Tanner asks casually, snapping the tension before Marlowe has a chance to react to Brooks’ overpowering personality. How these three men managed to live in that cottage together without killing one another is a mystery I’m not sure that I’ll ever understand.

“A corpse?” I echo, dropping the ice cubes into a glass. I have a bottle of cold brew coffee in the fridge that I’m going to use for Marlowe’s drink. “Where the hell are we supposed to get a corpse?”

It’s Brooks’ dry, derisive laugh that follows my question.

“Kate, that’s an easy question. We can just kill somebody.”

I turn with Lo’s drink in my hand, a frown on my face. I’m certain that when Tanner said he could kill a person without touching them, I believe him. I’m also certain that Brooks is serious with his suggestion for procuring a corpse.

“As long as it’s somebody who has it coming, like a pedophile or something.” I put Marlowe’s drink down beside his elbow, and I even drop a glass straw into it. He looks sideways at me like I’m a figment of his imagination. In a good way, I hope?

“Seriously?” he asks, and I can’t tell if he’s talking about the drink and the straw or about murder. “No offense, Kate, but you seem like the …”

Marlowe trails off, unable or unwilling to finish that thought, so Tanner steps in for him.

“Like what? A goody two-shoes? That what you were gonna say?” Tanner sips his coffee, his silver-blue eyes burning as he takes me in like I’m wearing the purple lingerie from last night instead of—

Oh.

Wait.

I am still wearing the purple lingerie from last night. I’m standing in my kitchen in lacy underwear and a push-up bra with a crescent moon on it, and all of a sudden, the looks the men are giving me make a whole lot more sense.

“I guess,” is Marlowe’s reply, almost sullen, a little sulky. He sips his coffee, studying me through narrowed eyes. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget that first sighting of him in the Witchwoods, wearing a metal mask and looking down at me like I was both salvation and sin. “Yeah, actually. She risked her life for her friends, and based on the expression she was wearing when we fled the woods, I feel like she wants to go back for those cops.”

“Absolutely not.” Brooks’ voice is hard, sharp. I have the urge to throw my coffee in his face, but I don’t want to upset Ebon. She’s resting peacefully on my shoulder, making small trilling noises and cleaning her feathers with her beak. For a Witchwoods animal, she seems quite peaceable. I wonder how Tanner came to find her? What I should do is ask him, get to know him outside of magic and bloodletting and hard smut. You promised that you’d have a hard conversation with this man. Make it happen, Kate. “We’re never going into the Witchwoods again. Never.”

“Never say never,” I quip back, but Tanner starts talking before Brooks can blow a gasket.

“Kate isn’t a goody two-shoes at all. You think your average person would’ve behaved the way she did after Marlowe tricked her into the woods? That the average person would perform a ritual like that, would fuck like that?” I’m blushing now, but I think he means all this as a compliment. “Kate’s a loyal person, a compassionate person. Goody two-shoes? Man, I don’t know if you can apply that term to a woman who lets you spit cum into her m—”

“Enough,” I say loudly, brightly. Way too cheerful. I force a smile and keep my mug held near my lips, like a shield against the shameless flush taking over my cheeks. I’m not embarrassed anymore. I’m turned-on, and wearing lingerie, and Marlowe has just reached over to run a single knuckle down the smooth, pale expanse of my thigh. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

“Well, we need a corpse,” Tanner continues, as if I didn’t interrupt his lurid (but also heartwarming) speech. “But we don’t have to kill anybody.” He traces his finger around the rim of his mug, the dark ink on his skin moving and shifting as if in response to something unsaid. Tanner lifts his eyes up to mine, and my breath catches. “For this particular spell, we need the corpse of a person who’s killed at least three other people. I know just the guy, and he’s already dead.”

“Who?” I ask, surprised by both the oddity of the spell ingredient and his proclamation.

Tanner grins at me, all white teeth and sass. He’s feisty, and I can just imagine how slippery he was back in his time. A fucking heartbreaker is what he is, and even if he claims that he’s changed, that he’s committed to me, I won’t know for sure until we’ve spent more time together.

He lifts two fingers up and makes a clucking sound that has Ebon spreading her wings and taking off from my shoulder to his hand. Now he’s got Flick at his feet and a magic crow chirping happily at him.

“My dear ol’ dad,” he says, and then he laughs as Ebon caws like she’s in on the joke, and the entire room is filled with abnormal shadows. They stretch up the walls and over the cabinets, darkening the previously sunny space.

Sinfully sinuous double tails for Tanner. Bat wings for Marlowe. Antlers for Brooks. Horns for me.

East. West. South. North.

Tanner laughs again, and his crow joins in, and a prickle of cold curls and twists down my spine, giving frostbite to my trepidation. I should be nervous or wary, but I’m not. Not anymore.

“First though,” Tanner says, lifting the crow to his face and letting her offer a gentle peck to the corner of his mouth, like a chaste kiss. “We should use a spell to double the size of that bed.”

“Triple it,” Brooks murmurs, just before taking a mouthful of coffee. He doesn’t look at me which I’m thankful for. His shadow, on the other hand … it turns toward me, and I pretend not to notice.

“Oh? So if a spell is convenient for you, we can make time for it?” I huff, but Brooks ignores me. Not his shadow though. It runs its clawed fingers through my hair, and I shiver. “What happened to sure, after the binding spell and the foreboding spell and blah blah blah.”

Brooks ignores me. Tanner watches me like a hunter, like he’s stalking prey. I know that he’s been watching me since we got back. Even if I can’t see him, I can always feel him. Something about watching me go through the Witch’s Tree has amped up his possessive urges. He’s in full-blown stalker mode right now, and I … don’t hate it.

Marlowe slumps lazily in his seat, letting his head fall back and his eyes close. He’s finished off his entire drink, crunching an ice cube between his teeth.

It’s peaceful in that kitchen, even under the watchful eyes of three shadows. Something is in the oven, and it smells amazing. Pumpkin, maybe? Bread? Pie? July is a little early for spicy treats like whatever is behind the oven glass, but you won’t hear me complaining.

I will accept a loaf of alpha-hole pumpkin bread any day.

A tongue licks my cheek, and I reach over absently to swat it away.

“Stop it, Flick,” I grumble, assuming the worst.

Then I spot my dog sitting in the doorway that leads to the foyer, facing away from me.

Um.

My eyes shift to the left, and there it is: a tongue.

“Somebody explain this shit to me before I lose it,” I whisper huskily and Tanner’s chair skids aggressively across the floor. He’s on my left side before Lo can react, wrapping his fist around a long tongue that seems to be coming from my hat.

Pain shoots through my own tongue, and I gasp, trying to jerk away. Tanner clamps down tighter, and I curse. He releases me suddenly, like he’s figured it out before I have.

“Oh, shit. Kitten. Your hat.” He puts a hand over his mouth and closes his eyes, like he finds something funny. “Aw, hell.” I hear him mumble that behind his palm. “It’s gone sentient.”

“Finally,” Brooks snorts, folding his arms and shaking his head. “And look at that. It’s got a smart mouth, just like you.”

I grit my teeth as I yank the hat off, trying not to notice Marlowe’s wide-eyed stare. He’s looking at the hat and not at me. Great.

I turn the hat around in my hands, cursing and nearly dropping it when something stabs my hand. The hat falls to the table, knocking dishes and spilling some coffee. I lean in and squint at it. Are those …?

“Yep.” I sit up suddenly and purse my lips. “My hat’s grown teeth. All around the brim. Look.” I point as a new one merges, making a squelching sound, like the violent enamel tip is squeezing its way out of a fleshy pocket. It happens several more times, and then the entire hat brim is surrounded, like a hat with tassels only … with sharp teeth. I have a hat with two dozen fangs.

The seam near the cone splits, and a mouth opens, tongue flicking out and stealing a piece of sourdough toast. I sit there with owl eyes—not a great metaphor—staring at the hat and trying to understand how it’s fair that Brooks gets eyes, and Tanner gets cute ears, and Marlowe gets spell supplies … and I get a hat with a tongue and teeth.

“You did promise me that you had teeth,” Tanner muses, and I roll my eyes, slumping back in my seat.

Can’t hide the smile twitching my lips.

Okay, so, it’s not what I was expecting but that’s okay.

I have a sentient hat. It has teeth, so it can probably bite. Also, I can taste that sourdough toast.

This is going to be fun.

My gaze catches on the silver of the toaster and the Hag Wytch’s face, leering at us. With a sigh, I pick up my hat and toss it over the toaster. It ends up falling off the counter, and Marlowe picks it up for me.

There’s no more toaster.

I can taste the toaster.

“Right. Can we add buy new toaster to our list?” I ask, settling the hat back on my head and hoping I can figure out how to get it to behave before it eats me out of house and home the way these men are doing.

“Yes,” Brooks says dryly. “Right after the bed spell and the gate binding.”

Ugh. I could kill him.

My attention shifts to Marlowe, his scowl directed at Brooks instead of me.

And then … there’s Tanner.

I look up at him, and he smiles beautifully at me, with teeth and good looks and absolutely zero sincerity.

Alright. Fine. I’ve got this.

If you can break one asshole witch stalker, you can break â€˜em all.
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Tanner

What the hell am I doing wrong here?

Must be something, with the way Kate’s been looking at me.

No. No. No. I haven’t done anything wrong. I was standing aside. I was giving Kate … space to be with Brooks. With Marlowe. And then he lost her to that fucking tree. Not gonna happen ever again.

I don’t need her more than a step or two away from me at any given moment.

Kate whirls around from her spot in front of the toilet, giving me a look.

“Can I please just use the toilet in peace?” She grabs onto her hat brim with both hands and then curses when the brand-new teeth cut her. “The hell?” A long tongue snakes through the stitching on the edge of the brim, licking the blood from her fingers and giving Kate shivers all over.

I grin as her body erupts in goose bumps, and her hair stands on end.

“So cute. A tongue?” I wink at her, but she isn’t looking at me, white-faced and still as her newly sentient hat cleans her fingers off with careful curls of its demon tongue before withdrawing back into the fabric and disappearing. “Were you trying to mimic my shadow?”

Kate turns to look at me, raising an eyebrow.

“I want to use the bathroom. Please leave.”

I cross my arms and give her a look, stepping into the doorjamb and turning. There. Now I’m only looking at her out of the corner of my eye. Not sure if she can feel it or not, but we’re being stalked. The Hag Wytch could show up at any time.

My wife could fall through the Witch’s Tree. Again.

I can’t believe I let it happen once.

It makes me feel absolutely feral when I think about it. I could kill Marlowe. I could leash Kate to me. I’m still trying here. This is me trying.

“Better?” I ask, and then I turn to stare at the wood jamb across from me, closing my right eye for the illusion of more privacy. Doesn’t work.

I hear footsteps, cracking my right eye and turning to see Kate standing in front of me. She looks contemplative, crossing her arms over her chest and cocking her head to one side. Her orange and black braid swings, and I see her shadow’s horns rise up over her head.

“Uh-oh. Am I in trouble?” I tease, leaning down and pressing my nose to hers.

She exhales and jerks back, nearly stumbling over the rug on the floor. My smile twitches, like it might plummet into a frown. You’ll comfort Marlowe. And you’ll play sex chess with Brooks. Why? See? I am doing something wrong. Still.

“Are you okay?” Kate asks, reaching up with both hands and taking my face in hers. “If you’re not upset about your dad, is it something else? I see you do this alot, disappear into your head. Walk away like you need space.”

To say I’m surprised is … well, that’s not true. I’m not just surprised. I’m stunned. Blindsided.

Kate is cradling my face in her hands, eyes half-lidded with something other than lust. Sorrow? Affection? What the hell?

“Am I okay?” I repeat, cocking my head to the side and forcing my mouth into a cocky half-smile. It works on Kate. I see her skin ripple, watch her bite her lip. She shakes her head, like she’s trying to throw off her reaction. She stops and looks at me again, and the sorrow is back.

I stop smiling.

“Why do you do that?” she asks, frowning as hard or harder than I am. “Flirt with me like that. Because you decided to? Because you’re just used to flirting with anyone? Because you want to flirt with me?”

I don’t know what to say to that. Nobody’s ever asked me if I was okay like that, like my answer mattered. I’m momentarily tongue-tied. I can see my shadow on the wall, demon tongue twisted into a knot.

I turn and step forward suddenly, snatching Kate by the shoulders and throwing her a little harder than I meant to into the wall. Her breath comes out in a rush, but her hands somehow manage to stay on my face. She grips me in tight fingers, trying to make eye contact.

I’m panting. Can’t breathe. I try to kiss her, and she turns her head.

Ouch.

“Tanner, if you want to be my husband, you have to be honest.”

I step back, releasing her, but she doesn’t let me go. Then it’s her throwing herself into me and it’s so unexpected that I stumble back and slam into the wall with Kate hanging off of me. Her arms are around my neck, clinging possessively.

It’s seriously fucking odd to be the one that’s being chased. Not that I’m unused to women coming after me like this, but … not from Kate.

“I told Marlowe that I wanted him emotionally available,” she says, letting go suddenly and holding her palms up in surrender. I hate that she even brought him up. I gnaw at my lip. Dig my hand into my pants to fix my cock and end up with pre-cum smeared on my palm.

With a sigh, I wipe it on the thighs of my jeans. They’re already ruined. I’ll have to change.

Kate flushes red and then looks around like she’s checking for escape routes. All that does is make me frown harder. If she’s interested, why is she acting like she’s not?

Because she doesn’t trust you.

And for good reason.

I’ve probably made a lot of girls feel just like Kate, like I actually liked them.

All lies.

God, I’m a piece of shit. Kate will only give so much, and this isn’t something I want to mess up. I have to do it right, make sure it’s genuine. Make sure I pick the right moment for every step of this relationship.

“Sure you don’t want me to fuck you on this counter?” I point at it with a dirty finger, and she swallows twice before answering. Her nipples pebble when I lift that finger to my mouth and suck it clean. “Brooks is still working on that pumpkin bread. We can’t leave until it comes out of the oven. There’s time.”

“Is there any semen in that pumpkin bread?” she retorts back at me, color high on her cheeks and in her forehead. I can smell her from here, arousal and frustration. It’s mixed with nutmeg and cloves on the warm air, a comforting scent that I swear I’d forgotten during my time in the woods. Like autumn or something.

“Not in this batch. You want some? Bet the boys and I could whip that right up for you.”

“Stop it, Tanner!” she yells at me, and my eyes go wide. I fold my arms, tilting my head. My hat slides over one eye, one wolf ear pricked while the other lies flat. I can see myself in the mirror, with silver coins and blue sapphires for eyes.

Still can’t get over the difference from last year until now.

I am not the same person.

Now Brooks, he’s the same person. Marlowe is an entirely different person. Me? I’m a better person.

“Stop what?” I ask, genuinely confused.

“If you just continuously hit on me and then excuse yourself afterward like you’re not a part of the group, it feels like you’re lying to me.” She’s panting now, reaching up to shove orange bangs from her sweaty forehead. Her hazel eyes shift to the side, and her hat sprouts a new tongue to lick her face clean. She swats it off with a huff of irritation before looking right back at me. “You seemed so easy at first—and maybe that was the point. You’re used to being easy, aren’t you?”

I blink down at her, flattening both of my ears. Our shadows are swatting at each other with clawed hands. Can’t tell if it’s playful or combative. I take a step back and raise an eyebrow.

“Easy?” I repeat, unsure how to respond to that question. I furrow my brows, still frowning.

“See?” Kate says, reaching up to poke that spot. My skin flushes, and I curl my hands into fists to keep from grabbing her. I shouldn’t resist. I should just fuck her. She loves that. “This is the realest expression I’ve ever seen on your face. You can’t be more closed-off than Lo, right? Than Brooks?” Kate is peering at me now, almost like she’s pleading.

I grin back at her, trying to comfort her. It feels like she’s asking me to be her partner, to help her out with the other men, with the Hag Wytch, with everything. I cup the side of her face and lean down, but even though she bites her lip, she also averts her eyes.

“I’m right here, Kate. I’m not even going to let you take a piss without me. How’s that for dedication?”

She only stares at me, like she’s waiting. I sigh.

Hitting on women worked in the past. I told myself that if we caught ourselves a North, the best thing I could do was use all the practice I had on the woman that was finally mine. All the hot looks and the lip biting, the whispering in her ear, kissing her neck, running my fingers through her hair. All the moves I know women love.

I don’t know that I always mean to do it. Can’t help myself. It’s like a permanent default. It’s how I’ve always gotten my way, what I’m used to doing.

I had no one and nothing, and I’ve chosen Kate to be my everything.

Doesn’t that account for something? All I’m trying to do is open the door here. I’m trying.

I’m working on the coven thing, and so is Kate. She’s doing a good job, exactly what we asked her to do: get to know all of us. Accept us. Belong to us. And here she is.

How can I be upset? It makes me feel disgusted with myself. What the hell is wrong with me? She likes these other guys and they treat her like shit; she’s treating them better than they rightfully deserve.

Women used to fall for me, and I’d ignore them. Now, I’ve decided to fall for this one and she’s unhappy about it.

I can’t let her see any of these emotions on my face. These are all my problems to deal with.

I make myself smile again, turn her around, and slap her on the ass. She gasps in outrage.

“No point in arguing, kitten. I should be more up your ass, not less. If I had been, you wouldn’t have gotten through the Witch’s Tree on my watch.”

“You sound like Brooks,” she snaps back at me, yanking her dress up and getting on the toilet to pee. I turn away, working my jaw and trying to keep it all in. None of this shit is her problem.

All she needs to do is show up. Stay with me. She can’t run. That’s my only condition.

I am goddamn serious about it, too. Deathly. She isn’t fucking leaving.

“Hey,” she whispers after standing up and fixing her dress. Kate pauses by the sink to wash her hands, but I can see her studying me surreptitiously out of the corner of her eye. She’s admiring my body, the breadth of my shoulders, the strength in my arms. Her face turns red again as she looks back at the sink. “When I fell into the Witchwoods …” she trails off, and I cross my arms, lounging like I don’t care what she’s going to say.

I do.

I’m curious.

“You were the furthest from the tree, but the first one inside to get me. Somehow, I knew you would come.” Kate finishes washing her hands and then dries them on a black towel. “Was there even a single second of hesitation? Even one errant thought?”

“Nothing,” I say, and my voice has turned to ice.

Kate’s attention whips to my face, and I wonder if she can see the Witchwoods monster that I am underneath. I’m still the man that beat Marlowe until he couldn’t stand, ruined him in the forest and broke his body to pieces. I shot him with an arrow.

I’m as guilty as Marlowe Waverley. As guilty as Brooks McDowell.

“Not a single thought,” I emphasize before stepping back and waiting for Kate to follow.

Tough thing about a disagreement like this: we have nowhere to go. We’re bound together. I will force her proximity, argument or no argument.

It’s just so much easier to smile.
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Kate

Marlowe steals the keys before I even have my shoes on, leaning against the stained-glass window near the front door and swinging them in a circle on his finger.

He’s wearing his witch hat, a glowing mushroom on it that wasn’t there before. Same type of mushroom that’s sprouted from the floor next to the entryway bench. Big, wide hot pink cap with white spots. A snail as big as my fist resting on the top. It has six eyestalks and stripes. The color scheme screams touch me and die a horrific death.

Okay then.

It’s pretty clear that the gate is opening wider and wider as time goes on.

The Hag. That song. My friends.

Despite my stubbornness with Brooks, I do know how lucky we were to survive. It’s why we’re taking the day off to finish up with the spell supplies. Time is of the essence.

“Get your own car,” I tell Marlowe, but with very little heat. He raises his brows, like he can sense that I’m only protesting for the sake of protesting. I’m fine if he drives today, especially since it’s going to take half an hour to get to where we need to go.

And then another forty-five minutes to our second destination.

And then … God, collecting ingredients for these spells really is a pain in the ass, isn’t it?

The other night, I sat outside on an adirondack chair and played with another one of my poor dead plants, conjuring it back to life with just my fingers. No spell ingredients needed for that, but I was starving afterward. Am still starving. Seems like these sorts of basic elemental spells can be done with our energy alone.

“What did you guys have to do in order to have that spell ready to cast?” I clear my throat and try to push the implications out of my mind. That ritual, our dark wedding. “The one that made me a part of the coven, I mean.”

Marlowe answers right away which is still a weird phenomenon to me. We’re getting along. Me and Marlowe. Crazy.

“Brooks started it before Tanner ever met him. It’s beyond complicated.” Lo cants his head at me, swiping his thumb over his mouth as he frowns at me. He looks as confused as I am, like what do I do with her now if I’m not being a dick? “Thankfully you were … you. If we’d ended up with another guy in the coven, it would’ve taken at least two more weeks to finish the spell prep.”

“Or, you know, you could’ve just fucked him?” I shrug my shoulders and try to steal the keys from Marlowe’s hand. He lifts the keys up and out of my reach which is supremely annoying. I said he could drive, but if I wanted the keys, he really should hand them over.

“I was born with an aversion to dick.” Marlowe smiles tightly. “Unlike you, of course. You seem to really love it.”

“You seem to really want to never have sex with me again,” I snap back automatically, but it’s honestly a pretty funny joke. Also, it’s true. “You seem to really love pussy.”

“I do really love pussy,” he replies, snatching the keys in his hand and glancing over as Tanner and Brooks emerge from the kitchen together. They’re signing to one another which makes me think they don’t want to be overheard. When Marlowe signs back, and then they’re all signing? Ugh.

“If you’re keeping secrets from me, then I suggest that you don’t.” I’m looking at Tanner, but he only smiles at me. He’s not going to tell me either. His wolf ears swivel playfully, but I can’t help feeling like our conversation in the bathroom only made things weirder between us. Brooks’ hat-eyes narrow, like they can sense the tension.

“I really love pussy, too.” Tanner shrugs. “What the hell sort of conversation did I wander into that you thought you needed to say that?” His voice is weirdly sharp, but I like it. Feels real. Honest. He’s annoyed. Okay, fine. We can deal with that.

“Kate’s pretending she doesn’t like dick.” Marlowe turns and opens the door as I gape at his back.

“I never pretended not to like it. What the fuck? Just when I’m starting to think that I might like you—” I grunt as I slam into Marlowe’s back. He’s stopped walking suddenly, spinning around to face me.

Somehow, I end up with Brooks right behind me and Marlowe right in front. The setup makes me wonder about other, more carnal applications for such a position. What about all three guys at the same time? Even better.

I blush—but not with embarrassment. Excitement. Anticipation.

“You like me?” Marlowe asks curiously, almost like he’s surprised to hear me say that. “Even after everything? After the way I’ve treated you?” He stares down at me like I’ve lost my mind, eyes wide, dark in the center with too much white. His hat sprouts sprigs of fragrant lavender, and the glowing mushroom falls off with a splat of glitter on the porch floor, leaving a pretty spore print.

“If I didn’t, then I would’ve made you leave already. I know you guys think you’re here because you demanded to be here, but that’s not it at all. If I don’t want you around, then you’re gone.” I cross my arms, but when Brooks grabs me by the shoulders, I startle a little bit and drop them to my sides.

“Whatever helps you sleep,” he murmurs in my ear, forcibly scooting me to one side so that he can step out of the house. “And don’t take your hat off unless I tell you to. These hats store energy, and we need them fully charged for the spell.”

“I’m not wearing a witch hat with teeth on it into the Seascape,” I tell the men, reaching up and poking one of the glowing white fangs. My hat licks me, and I taste myself. Uncertainty, happiness, lust, confusion, fear. I’m all of those things at the same time, and with my hat’s newfound sentience, I can feel it on the air.

The men, too. Brooks is frustrated. Marlowe is bewildered. Tanner is … angry. You’d never know, but somehow my hat does. I’m tasting emotions on the breeze. Cool as hell. Doesn’t mean I want to be filmed wearing an oversized leather witch hat in public.

“You can’t eat a crab sandwich with a hat on?” Tanner slaps the droopy tip of my hat as he passes by, grinning. See what I mean? You’d never know. “Why do you care so much what people think?”

I don’t really know how to answer that. I don’t generally care what people think. It’s just that we’re already viral, and if we go order fish and chips while wearing hats decorated in bones then we’re going to attract more attention, more tourists, more people who shouldn’t be anywhere near those woods.

Besides that, we still have the police to worry about. They might be avoiding that tree without knowing why, but that doesn’t mean they’re not going to come question me at some point. That doesn’t mean that someone might dig even deeper into the disappearances of Brooks, Tanner, and Marlowe. What if the government finds out about all of this shit? We’ll disappear to some secret facility somewhere so they can run tests on us.

The thought makes me feel physically ill.

Marlowe is still giving me weird looks as we climb into the car. I take up the back seat and, frustratingly enough, Brooks sits back there with me. I think he did it on purpose.

I’m a capable adult. I can handle this.

My hat licks my cheek, a small but very welcome comfort.

Yeah, I think we’re going to be friends, me and the hat. And I certainly wouldn’t say no to expanding my social circle.
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The truck is dead silent, and I shift uncomfortably in my seat, wondering if I should break it. I can’t seem to find anything to say, so nobody talks until we arrive in Trinidad thirty-minutes later.

Marlowe drives us through the small seaside town and down the winding road to the beach. The parking lot adjacent to it swings around and connects to another beach, a harbor, and a pier. The restaurant is perched just above it, supplied from boats that have just come in off the water.

“I haven’t been here in … twenty years,” Marlowe whispers, and then he shudders like that’s a horrifying realization. “Twenty years.” He looks around the parking lot at the eclectic mix of cars. There’s my truck, which is from Tanner’s time. There are a few vehicles from Brooks’ decade. Plenty from Marlowe’s. A spattering of brand-new models. “Christ.”

He climbs out and stalks off, like he’s upset about something. He is, I think. He’s pissed, but not at me, at Tanner. Our Eastwoods is staring after Marlowe, so he doesn’t notice me looking at him.

“How long do you think before he’ll forgive me?” Tanner’s voice is strange, and my hat feeds me all of this new information about him. Not angry anymore, but wistful. In the midst of an internal struggle. I love this goddamn hat.

“How long did it take you to forgive me?” Brooks retorts, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. He looks at me as he passes by, and I pretend not to notice.

“Have you forgiven him?” I ask Tanner, and he shrugs.

“Nothing to forgive. When you’re trying to survive, you’ll do insane things to keep your head above water.” He turns to look at me. “Once, when I was a kid, my cousin started having trouble in the river. He used my head to climb up, pushed me under and nearly drowned me. Anything for that next breath, right?” Tanner steps a little closer to me, reaching up to brush some hair away from my face. It’s fairly windy out here, the sound of waves and gulls mixing with the shouts from the beach. “That’s how you know you really love someone, you know? When you’d willingly give your life to offer them even the smallest fighting chance.”

“You’re not trying to tell me that you love me, are you?” I ask, my stomach exploding with butterflies. All of a sudden, Tanner loving me becomes the most important thing there is. I want nothing more. What the hell? My attraction towards him has transformed into something else, something far more dangerous than lust: I have a crush. It feels hard to breathe, so I turn away before he can answer.

He seems … surprised to hear me ask that. Now I wish that I hadn’t. He’s going to have to tell me that he doesn’t love me, and it’s going to get weird. It’s already weird with Brooks and Marlowe, so I’d be a fool to sour this easy companionship that Tanner and I have.

Too late. I did that in the bathroom this morning, didn’t I? I hate being a socially awkward weirdo. It sucks. Shouldn’t I have grown out of this by now?

“Hey, kitten.” He grabs my arm, and I cringe. Shit. Here it comes. I look back at him, standing there in a black Iron Maiden t-shirt, jeans, and a witch hat with a glowing spider hanging from a web of hot pink string. It dangles near his right ear like an earring. Tanner reaches up and pinches the web, plucking the spider off and putting it on the railing instead. “I was trying to tell you that I saw what you did with your friends, that you willingly risked your life for theirs.”

“Awesome, thanks.” I slip away from him and hurry into the restaurant, cursing myself in my head. Marlowe and Brooks are already seated at a table around the corner, one with a great view of the inlet and the rocky shore.

I choose to sit beside Marlowe which surprises him. He looks pleased though as he leans against the wall, half-twisted in his seat and staring at me. His giant hat blocks out half of the window, but I don’t care.

I’m not looking at the view either. I’m peering surreptitiously around the restaurant to see if anyone is looking at us.

Everyone is, but they’re all older so they’re pretending not to.

Fantastic.

Tanner slips into the seat across from me, tapping his fingers on the tabletop and frowning like he’s perplexed. Yeah. I’ve gone and done it, made it awkward with all three men at the same time. Consider it a superhero power of mine.

“And this is why I never date,” I mumble under my breath, yanking my menu up to cover my face.

Brooks is the one who curls his fingers around the edge of it and drags it down to rest flat on the table.

“What was that?” he asks, like maybe he heard me after all.

I shrug and pretend to be immersed in the menu of a restaurant I’ve been to so many times that I’ve eaten everything on it at least once.

“I said: can’t we do an invisibility spell for these hats?” That’s a lie, obviously, but also a very valid question.

“Sure,” Brooks says dryly, “right after the spell for the bed and the binding spell and whatever else comes up between now and closing that goddamn gate. I’ll add it to our very long list.”

“You’re a prick, you know that?” I snap back at him, and Marlowe snorts. Tanner openly laughs. I ignore all three of them. “Pancakes with blackberry syrup it is.” I slam the menu closed and toss it aside, trying to look past the men and their giant hats. No luck. The windows behind and beside them are pretty much blocked off.

“I thought you said you were having a crab sandwich?” Tanner asks me, still perplexed. I try to look right at him, to show that I’m not ashamed or embarrassed whatsoever, but it’s difficult. Of course he doesn’t love me—yet. That’s the important part, that he’s willing to try. I’m doing the same. I don’t love him yet either.

All of that is okay, but why did I need to ask the question aloud and force him into such an awkward conversation?

“I changed my mind. I want pancakes now. My hat will have the crab sandwich.” I fold my arms and lean back in the old booth, ignoring Marlowe and the way he’s peering quizzically at me, like I keep pleasing him without even meaning to do it. “I know it sounds weird that this place serves seafood and pancakes, but it’s all good. Everything here is good.”

“I used to come here all the time with Miriam and Dennis,” Marlowe admits, shrugging one massive shoulder. The sheer scale of these men is impressive at all times, but with the three of them tucked into a single booth? They barely fit. Tanner’s legs are spilling out into the aisle, and I’m basically straddling the edge of the bench on my side.

“I used to come here with women for breakfast.” Tanner grins, like that’s supposed to be funny. Spending all his time with two other dudes, I suppose it might’ve been. The reminder of his promiscuous ways is not soothing to me however. He seems to get that pretty quickly, and his grin drops off like it was never there. “Fuck.”

“Fuck is right,” Brooks says with a scoffing laugh, closing his own menu and tossing it to the end of the table. “I used to take my sister to the beach, and then bring her here for lunch. It was brand-fucking-new at the time, and now …” He looks around at the well-cared for, but very outdated restaurant around us. “It’s ancient.”

The waitress appears in the nick of time, breaking up what could be a very awkward moment.

This whole â€˜getting to know one another’ bit is far more difficult than fucking each other in the woods. Go figure.

“I was going to ask if you were headed to a costume party or something, but I recognize you guys. The missing Witchwood Boys.” The waitress looks like she’s about to fangirl over us—over the guys—and I don’t know what to do about that. “Mind if I get a picture?”

“Yes,” Brooks says, and then as she pulls her phone from her apron pocket and turns around, trying to get a selfie with the four of us, he elaborates. “Yes, I mind. Meaning, I don’t want to be photographed.”

“Oh.” The girl drops her phone by her side and turns back around, looking confused. I put my face in my hand, embarrassed. “Sorry. Are you guys ready to order?”

“Coffee and pancakes with blackberry syrup. Also a crab sandwich with fries,” I mumble, letting the guys place their orders before I look back up at them. The waitress hightails it out of there. “You have zero people skills, you know that?” I’m looking right at Brooks when I say it.

Marlowe gets cranky, but I can see potential in him. He could totally be social if given time. Tanner is almost too social, outgoing and attractive and … I can see why women flocked to him back in his era.

Brooks … oh, Brooks.

“That’s nonsense. She asked if she could take our photo—which I appreciate—and I told her no. There’s nothing wrong with that.” He sits back in his seat, slinging an arm across the back of the bench and staring out the window at the pier. “My dad had a crab boat. Used to drive my mom crazy with worry when he didn’t come home on time.”

There’s a flash of sudden vulnerability in Brooks that I didn’t expect, enough to move me away from the subject of his rudeness. Until that waitress secretly films us from somewhere else in the restaurant and posts it online.

Sigh.

Marlowe keeps sneaking glances at me while Tanner openly stares, and the table falls quiet again. It remains quiet until we get our food, and then the four of us eat like we’re starved. Using magic is expensive, calorie-wise. I’m losing weight which I suppose just means I need to eat more. No problem there.

My hat very much appreciates having its own meal. I don’t know how the other restaurant patrons perceive it using a long tongue to slurp up the food, but they definitely can’t see it. If they could, they’d probably run like hell. Or … film us. That.

We finish, and I hand over my card to pay, a move that makes all three men distinctly uncomfortable—especially Brooks.

“Once we’re done with this Witchwoods shit, we should knock out as many jobs as we can, get an income stream coming in.” Marlowe swipes his hand down his face like he’s tired.

“Sure you don’t want to go back to the woods?” Tanner teases. “No bills to pay.”

“No bills,” Marlowe growls back at him, like he’s annoyed by the joke. “Just firewood to cut. Animals to hunt and then dress down. Food prep and food storage. Running from the Hag. Dodging gore-bears. Avoiding flash-toads. Collecting spell ingredients. Angry jerk-off sessions and meaningless orgasms.”

He pauses there, like this is a speech he’s given before. His gaze slants to mine, but I avoid meeting it by taking my card back from the waitress who appeared just in time to hear him say â€˜meaningless orgasms’.

I tip her extremely well, sign the check, and then get the fuck out of that restaurant.

Once we’re at the truck, I realize that my bladder’s full and that I should’ve gone to the bathroom inside the restaurant. I’m not driving another half-hour to Fern Canyon without going. Luckily, there’s a really nice public bathroom next to the parking lot that’s intended for beachgoers.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell the men, forgetting briefly that we’re all basically leashed to one another.

I step inside and Marlowe is right behind me.

I turn to look at him, grateful that there’s nobody else in this bathroom, but, um …

“Women’s bathroom, Marlowe,” I tell him, but he just stares at me.

“Do you think I give a crap? You’re not coming in here alone.”

“It’s—ugh.” I could argue with him, but I have to pee too badly to bother. Instead, I turn away and slip into one of the stalls, watching his boots as he moves forward and then, based on the way the door jiggles, leans back against it. “Seriously? I’m trying to pee in here.”

“Then pee. You’ve had my cum in your mouth. We’re way past this. Also, is your bladder the size of a walnut or something? You piss way more than I do.”

I grit my teeth, but I go anyway, finishing as quickly as I can and then finding the door blocked when I try to leave. Marlowe waits for me to stop shoving at it before he opens the door for me and then steps inside.

“What the hell are you doing?” I demand as he drags the door shut behind him and locks it. The stalls in here are all designed for disability access, so there’s a decent amount of space, but … he swallows it up. He consumes it. With that mountain of a body and those black eyes of his.

“I want to fuck you, Kate,” he says, like we’re not in a public restroom, like the other two men aren’t waiting outside for us. “God, I can’t … I’m having trouble functioning here. I can’t stop looking at you. All I want to do right now is touch you.”

My hat swipes its tongue across his face, but Lo doesn’t flinch. I taste desire and affection on the back of my own tongue.

I swallow and take a step back, my calves bumping into the (thankfully) clean white porcelain of the toilet. Marlowe steps forward to meet me, his toes to my toes, his shadow falling over mine. On the wall, I can see his shadow grabbing my shoulders, his face dropping to my face. He wants to kiss me, and it’s written there in illicit magic and explicit stardust.

“Why?” I ask him, but he doesn’t say anything.

Marlowe grabs my face in his huge hand, and he kisses me with a mouth that’s equal parts hungry and tender, the brims of our hats crushed up against one another.

He kisses me like he wants the same thing that I want: to be loved.
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Marlowe

“Why?” Kate asks, just before I kiss her.

I don’t know how to respond with words, so I use my mouth instead. I push her lips open with my tongue at the same time that I shuffle forward, my boots on either side of her feet. She’s trapped there with my legs bracketing hers, my hand on her chin, my tongue deep inside her mouth.

How do I explain my feelings? Under normal circumstances, I’d say they were irrational. I shouldn’t like this woman this much this fast. We met two weeks ago. That’s it. Call it trauma bonding or something, but I have this gnawing obsession in my chest that makes it hard to think about anything else.

All I want to do is look at her, touch her, spend time with her. Mow her lawn. Pet her pussy (cat). Tell her shit about me and Miriam and Dennis. Take her to meet my parents. Fuck, my parents. I don’t want to think about that shitshow just yet, so I brace my other hand on the side of Kate’s neck and I take her mouth the way I want to take her heart and her cunt and every second of her day.

I want to consume her the way she’s consuming me.

I want to be the only thing she thinks about.

I want to be her unholy husband. Desperately. Frantically. Obsessively.

“Turn around and put your knees on the lid,” I growl, tightening my fingers against the side of her neck and drawing a groan from her lips in response. My thumb strokes her pulse point as I trace her mouth with my tongue. “I’m going to teach you to memorize my cock, so that you never mistake me for another man for as long as you live.”

“Taking lessons from Tanner?” she teases back, and I clench my teeth. I don’t want to hear Tanner’s name. I don’t even like the idea of Tanner fucking her. I get that we’re going to do what we have to do, but ugh. I hate that man.

What if Kate hates you as much as you hate Tanner? You did exactly the same thing to her as he did to you. Where he used violence, you used violation. Which is worse? You’re a monster, too, Marlowe.

I know that I am, but I can’t help it.

I turn Kate around when she doesn’t do it quickly enough, yanking the straps of her sundress down her shoulders and baring the lace of her bra. I jerk that over her breasts, too, trapping them above the neckline of the dress in a very obscene way, one that maximizes her femininity and sex appeal.

Was she this pretty when she came into the woods? She was changed after the ritual. We all were. But that’s her hair and her eyes and the ink on her skin. This face of hers? These tits?

I bite the side of her neck as I snatch both of those pale orbs in my hands, kneading the flesh and digging my fingers deep. Kate tries to suppress her moans, but they slip out anyway, echoing off the tiled walls of the bathroom. Doesn’t matter. Brooks and Tanner won’t let anyone else in here for the time being.

They might be pissed when we come out—jealous, for sure—but they won’t allow anyone else to get near Kate in this state. She’s aroused, tender and pliant under my hands, yielding.

Shit, shit, shit.

I shove my pants down, taking my cock in hand and giving it a few, hard strokes before I spit on my palm for lube.

“Knees up, Kate.”

She’s boneless, my right arm wrapped around her waist and holding her in place. She doesn’t move nearly fast enough for my liking, so I lift her up and put her where I want her. Still not high enough, but it’ll do. I honestly don’t give a fuck about locale or semantics. I need to fuck her, right here and right now. Nothing else matters but touching her, feeling her, making her come on my dick over and over again.

The hell is wrong with you, Marlowe Waverley?

I’m into Katelynn Poppy, that’s what. This weird girl that I wouldn’t have associated with back before I entered the Witchwoods. She was only a baby when you disappeared, dumbass. I don’t think about that either. For all that it matters, we’re basically the same age.

Kate braces her hands on the tank behind the toilet, tits out and nipples hard, a bead of sweat trailing down the back of her neck. I lick it off and then press my nose against the side of her hat, breathing in her scent. These hats are made from the skin of some monster-beast that took all three of us to kill. They absorb a person’s natural power, and they smell like that person, too.

I can’t place Kate’s natural scent, but I like it. Just a single inhale is enough to send my pulse rocketing, to pump blood to my dick. My sack feels swollen and painful, like if I don’t blow a load in this woman, I’ll lose my mind.

She’s slick, tight, hot, yielding. Kate presses her ass back against me, rubbing on me as I’m pounding into her. I can hear the water inside the toilet tank bubbling as it heats up, an accidental overdose of power that I can’t control. Kate, either, for that matter. Ferns sprout through the tile walls, cracking the white grout and sending it crumbling to the ground.

The air is perfumed with salt and soft, fertile growing things. It’s a sharp contrast to the feral sweetness of our joined bodies. Oh, God. Fuck. I let my head fall back, hands tight on her hips, and try to remember what it means to breathe.

“Marlowe,” she whispers as I drop my chin to look at her. Kate is peering at me over her shoulder, her right hand clutched around the brim of her too big hat. Our shadows are on the wall, writhing together like unsavory, wanton things. They’re committing all manner of sin that I’d love to replicate with Kate.

“I want you in every hole, everywhere, all the time,” I pant out, and her cheeks turn a brilliant red color. Not embarrassment though—lust. Kate is lusting after me hard, and all I can do is return the favor tenfold. I use my left arm to keep her waist snatched, utilizing my right hand to squeeze her breast, thumb flicking over her nipple. My teeth find her neck, and I bite a little harder than I should. I’m having a hell of a time controlling myself.

As my shadow comes unraveled on the wall, so do I.

My back muscles ache, like the wings in my silhouette are digging at my skin, threatening to break free. And Kate … her hat tilts to one side, like she’s got horns underneath. The room darkens, every line and curve and shape sharpening. Kate pulls her witch hat down over her face, muffling a scream inside of it.

Her teeth dig into the fabric, pointy and otherworldly. My nails, too, sharp points that prick her tender skin and draw fine beads of red blood.

I’m wild for her then, dragging her from the toilet seat and dropping us to a floor that’s now blanketed with fresh fern shoots. It’s hard to tell that we’re in a bathroom anymore. Might as well be in the Witchwoods.

Mushrooms glitter and sparkle from the walls and ceiling, and I swear, Kate’s hat tries to bite me. I slap it away, dropping my mouth to hers as my shadow ravages her on the walls and ceiling. Kate snatches at my hat like it’s my dick, like there’s something intimate in the act of touching it.

There is. That’s why I wouldn’t let her touch my hat before, on that first night. I wasn’t ready for intimacy, could barely handle sex with her.

I’m ashamed of that now, like I disrespected our dark vows by pushing her away.

It felt like I had unsettled business with Miriam. Heh. Not anymore. Not at all.

I’m overcome with this feral need to be as close to Kate as I can get, slamming my body into hers and finally drawing a sound from her throat that she can’t hold back. She uses my hat to control my head, forcing my mouth on hers when I’d otherwise be biting her neck and her tits.

We’re both loud as hell, but there’s something about the Witchwoods that makes a person not give a fuck about anything else. I’m glad to be back in this world, but I also don’t give a shit about its rules or restraints anymore. I’m something other. Kate is something other.

Witches, and not humans. Pretty sure it’s more a state-of-mind thing than a magic thing.

The Witchwoods doesn’t care about made-up human rules. What other people think doesn’t matter there. Nature rules as both king and queen, and there’s no amount of posturing or belief that can change reality.

So, if Kate and I feel the need to fuck? If our bodies call to one another? Yeah, we’re gonna fuck.

“Harder, Lo,” she mewls, throwing her head back and arching her spine. My lips twitch as I brace myself with one palm on the floor, using the other to hold her in place. My fingers are tight on her pelvic bone, keeping that wiggling body of hers right where I want it. “Harder, faster.”

She grabs my hand and drags it up her body, over her breast, and right to her neck.

I flick my tongue against the corner of my lips, tasting Kate’s sweetness on my mouth. I cage her neck and hold her in place, let her know with a firm grip that this is where she’s staying until she’s wrung-out and properly fucked, until I’m spent and emptied inside her.

“You’re such a good little wife for me, aren’t you, Kate?” I ask, and she cries out, her body tightening on mine, gripping me and massaging me. Hell, her cunt is practically begging for my seed, and I want nothing more than to give it to her.

There’s a stream carved through the floor on my left, a feature that definitely wasn’t there a few minutes ago. It flows hard and fast, just like my orgasm. I can feel it in my lower stomach, this urgency in my balls that makes me go deep and wild, sending Kate completely over the edge and into a violent climax.

She squeezes her own tits as I grip her throat with a commanding hand, finishing myself off with a moan that can probably be heard from the pier to the beach. Fine by me. If the whole world knows what Kate and I are up to, so be it. They could only be so lucky. It’s what everybody wants, even if they won’t admit it—to fuck hard or to be fucked hard.

Kate collapses underneath me, boneless and shivering, hat askew, legs wide. The aftershocks of her pussy are almost too much for me, so I pull out. The sight of her on her back, tender thighs spread, cum dripping out of her with each contraction … I make a noise that I’ve never made before and climb over her again, taking my spent cock in my hand and rubbing the head against her, pushing it in and kissing her at the same time.

She throws her arms around my neck which surprises me.

Surprises us both, I guess.

Before I know what’s happening, Kate is scrambling out from underneath me and putting her back to the wall. I look up at her, my hat dripping into my face and trailing stardust or magic or whatever this gold glitter shit is all over the floor.

The ferns sparkle, and the stream I accidentally created has put a hole through the wall on its way to the sea.

Kate hurriedly drags her straps up her shoulders and tucks her tits back into her dress. She won’t look at me now, which I don’t like. I sit back on my haunches, working my jaw as I study her.

“How long does that contraceptive draught last?” she asks casually, like it’s no big thing. Like we haven’t completely spell-fucked this bathroom into oblivion. Like we didn’t just go at each other like old lovers instead of grudging frenemies.

We just had sex for the sake of having sex.

Not for a spell. Not over that horrible Numa Numa song. Not because I’m upset over Miriam and Dennis. Not when she doesn’t goddamn know that it’s me.

We fucked because we wanted to fuck, and that’s it.

“Contraceptive draught?” I’m a little disoriented. Why is she putting herself together like she wants to make a run for it? I want to pin her to the wall and nuzzle her neck, bite her a little bit, make her squirm. I want her arms around my neck again, and I want her nuzzling me right back, clinging to me, begging for my attention and whispering sweet shit into my ear.

“I dunno. A day or two?” If I sound distracted, it’s because I am. Very much so. More so than I’ve ever been in my life. With Miriam, sex was sort of like masturbating. A way to get off and get some relief from an itch.

With Kate … it’s an obsession.

She just stares at me.

“A day or two?” she repeats, her voice rising several octaves. “You’re kidding me, right?”

I stare back at her.

Ah. Yeah. We didn’t use a condom.

“Would you care if we had a baby? I’ll admit: the idea of breeding you is so fucking appealing that I could come in my pants just thinking about it.”

Kate blanches, and then she uses my confusion to stand up and dart out of the stall, throwing herself into the next one over. I assume she’s cleaning up, but I’m annoyed. I fix my pants and then pace outside the stall, cracking my knuckles, trying to figure out what’s going on.

Get it together, Lo. You shouldn’t have said that. What the hell is wrong with you? That was unhinged. That was goddamn deranged.

And it was.

And I don’t care.

“I’m not having a baby,” she tells me when she comes out of the stall. Her expression is set, resolute. “Not now, that’s for damn sure. Maybe later. Much, much, much later. I don’t even know you.”

“We’re a coven,” I breathe, and I sound an awful lot like Tanner or Brooks, and I don’t give a shit. “You’ll get to know me eventually.”

Kate ducks past me and out the bathroom door, leaving me in there with broken tiles and ferns and a stream in the floor. We can’t really fix it, so there’s not much choice but to leave it.

I step out into the sun after her, raking my fingers through my hair.

Kate doesn’t wait for me, hauling ass across the parking lot to the truck. I’m so stunned that I’ve managed to lose the keys to her. Again. My eyes narrow as I notice Brooks and Tanner waiting for me on the other side of the metal railing. Probably best that there’s a physical barrier between us right now.

Brooks looks like he’s this close to giving me a lecture—a thing which I hate as much as I hate the Hag or the Witchwoods or even … No, wait, not as much as I hate Tanner. That asshole is smiling, but what’s new. He’s been smiling a lot since Kate showed up.

“Seriously?” Brooks asks, like we’ve done anything wrong. I scowl at him. I wasn’t meant to sit at the bottom of a vicious pack like this. Did I ask for this? Did I sign up for it? I’d love nothing more than to put both Brooks and Tanner in their places, but it’s much easier said than done. “How irresponsible.”

“Which part?” I quip as a woman scoots by me and steps into the bathroom. I can hear her feet splashing through the stream, but even though she curses and stops to examine her pant legs, that’s all that comes of it. She can feel the water, but she can’t see anything.

Only those who’ve been in the woods can see magic.

The door swings shut, blocking the random woman from view, and I turn to the others, cocking a brow.

“Which part?” I repeat, but Tanner is already gone, strolling across the parking lot with his hands in his pockets. He might be smiling, but he’s mad. Good. Seethe, asshole. Seethe.

Brooks just shakes his head, like I should know better. Technically, he hasn’t aged much since 1955, but holy fuck if he doesn’t act like a seventy-year-old hard-ass grandpa.

“I’m not going to waste my breath answering that question. Grow up, Marlowe.” Brooks turns and walks away as I clench my jaw against the vitriol that’s desperate to spill from my mouth. He’s not going to waste his breath? Right. He’s just going to use all of that breath to continue bitching.

With a sigh, I let my head drop back and close my eyes, listening to the sound of the sea. The sunshine feels good on my skin, a luxury we didn’t have much of in the woods. Too dark. Too dense. Nowhere to go to escape the layered canopy above our heads.

Once, I tried to climb a tree, just to see the sky.

The Hag knocked me right out of the branches, and I’m lucky that all I did was break my leg.

I tilt my head to the left, cracking my gaze to stare out at the beach and the white-tipped waves. Families crowd the sand, laughing and playing in a way that looks foreign to me now. Heh. I used to come out here all the time with Miriam and Dennis, make little bonfires and smoke weed.

That Marlowe and this Marlowe … worlds apart.

I drop my chin and swipe a hand over my face, heading to the truck and climbing into the back. Kate is driving, so I can’t see her face, but I can feel this weird tension between us.

“I’ll admit: the idea of breeding you is so fucking appealing that I could come in my pants just thinking about it.”

Fuck. Why the fucking fuck did I just fucking say that?! I’ve never said anything like that in my fucking life. Not ever. So why did I say that? Why? Why, Marlowe, why?

I can tell that Kate’s uncomfortable, purposely avoiding the rearview mirror as she starts the truck and backs out of the space. She almost hits someone, that’s how determined she is to not look at me. Christ. And we have forty-five minutes to get to Fern Canyon?

“So,” Kate says, chipper and cheerful. Bet my cum’s still dripping out of her. I work my jaw, folding my hands in my lap and doing my best to ignore Brooks. He’s seated in the back with me which is at least better than having Tanner here. “What exactly are we gathering in Fern Canyon? You said anything is fine, right Brooks? Rocks or ferns or … whatever.” Kate forces a laugh, clearly trying to fill the space and avoid any discussion about what just happened between us. “Probably all illegal, but we’ll just make sure there aren’t any park rangers around when we pillage such a sacred spot.”

“We need items from a place of awe,” Brooks explains, folding his massive arms. He gives me a look that I purposely ignore. “Then we need items from a place of lust. Then items from a place of sorrow.”

“Cool, cool,” Kate says, awkward and spiraling. She’s not making this any easier on herself. We’re all thinking about sex right now. “What did you use as a place of awe in the Witchwoods?”

“That fuckin’ tree,” Tanner says with a snort. “There’s enough awe—and fear—stored in and around that tree to last for seven centuries.”

“And … how about lust?” Kate asks, trying to keep it casual. She fails yet again, and I clench my hand in the front of my shirt. I’m having more than just a physical reaction to her. I … I think I like her. A lot. Who knew she’d have such a pleasant personality? What are the odds?

“Snake knot.” I’m the one that answers this question. Can’t help myself. I put my hand on Kate’s seat and lean forward, putting my mouth close enough to her ear that she swerves. Maybe not a great idea since we’re on the road next to the cliff right now. “You know, when a bunch of snakes gather in one place and get all tangled up while they mate each other?”

“Wasn’t aware that was a thing.” Kate’s words are breezy and dismissive, but I can see her hands tightening around the steering wheel. “Is that why you guys asked to go to the hot tub place later?” She sounds almost disappointed, which I like.

“Are you upset that we have ulterior motives?” I breathe, leaning even farther forward. My breath stirs Kate’s hair, and her palms squeak on the wheel. “Thought we were just headed to the spa to fuck you?”

“I mean, that’s why I agreed to go to the spa,” Tanner says, but I ignore him.

“We’ll have time for dates and public sex after we seal the Witchwoods gate.” Brooks is annoyed, but not because he means what he says. Pretty sure he’s jealous. He wants to bend Kate over in a bathroom stall just as much as I did.

“Fine. Mocha Spa tonight so we can rent a hot tub by the hour and, what, collect some water in a jar? That’ll satisfy the whole â€˜item from a place of lust’ requirement?” Kate puts us back on the highway, and I’m surprised to see that she’s a bit of a lead foot. Didn’t see that coming. My lips twitch. “What about a place of sorrow?”

“Quick visit to my family’s graves should do it.” Brooks stares out the window, and the truck goes silent. “We’ll grab some grave dirt for the ghost exorcism while we’re at it, kill two birds with one stone.”

Uhh.

Two birds, one stone. Kate and I lock eyes in the rearview mirror, but this time, I’m the first to look away. Shit.

Nobody talks after that, not until we get to the kiosk that blocks the road to Fern Canyon.

“Do you have an online reservation?” the girl in the booth asks, leaning out the window to peer at us with narrowed eyes.

“Err, no?” Kate replies, like she’s confused. “I wasn’t aware that we needed—”

“Mm. Well. We can make space for you today, but next time you should really consider reserving online.”

The girl takes the money from Kate’s hand, passes over a receipt to stick on the dash, and off we go, trundling down a dirt and gravel road through the woods. There’s a cliff wall on one side, also topped with trees and, when I roll the window down, I can hear the sea again.

“An online reservation to visit a state park?” I echo. “Why?”

“Sure you don’t want to move back to the woods?” Tanner asks with a laugh. He’s at least half-serious, maybe more.

“Don’t even pretend you understand what online reservation means,” I growl at him, but he just grins at me.

“I’m all over the internet now, sweetheart. Don’t you worry your pretty head about that. I’ve been stealing Kate’s headphones and listening to all the music I missed.” He gives me a look over his shoulder, the word sweetheart hanging in the air like violence.

“We’re here!” Kate calls cheerfully, pulling the truck into a parking space on a lot made of sand. The spaces are delineated by big chunks of wood. To our left, there’s a public restroom but Kate goes out of her way to look at anything but that building.

She leads the way down the trail to Fern Canyon, past old redwoods and green ferns. It’s impossible—even for me—to remain unaffected when we round the corner and the space opens up in front of us.

Just like the name says: a canyon opens up with a beautiful freshwater stream down the middle. The walls are covered in ferns and small waterfalls, felled trees gnarled and twisted and tangled up like art pieces in the water. There are people taking photographs while others stroll through the stream with their pant legs rolled up.

Kate kicks off her shoes and leaves them on the rocks, bouncing off into the water and laughing as she scoops up a handful and tosses it into the air. It sparkles as the sun hits it, splashing onto the brim of her witch hat as her sundress flows around her like the petals of a flower.

My heart thumps painfully, and I clench my hand in my shirt again, scowling.

What’s happening to me? I wonder as Kate leans down, her long braid slithering over one shoulder and hitting the water. She snorts and flicks it back, turning her dress translucent when the water from her hair soaks into it.

I can see her lacy bra through the fabric, and I’m not the only one. Brooks and Tanner are watching with hawk eyes from beside me.

“What did you say to her to make her so uncomfortable?” Tanner asks, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. I debate telling them, but who the hell else am I going to talk to? There’s nobody left in this world for me—not even my friends. I still can’t believe Miriam tried to kiss me, and Dennis tried to beat me up. The fuck is wrong with them?

“I told her I wanted to put a baby in her.” I admit it, no shame. Would I mind having a kid with Kate? Honestly, no. I think I’d like it.

Tanner doubles over with laughter, and I grit my teeth.

“Goddamn, you’re dumb.” That’s how Brooks responds, casting me a judgmental look, as if he’s some sort of ancient guru and keeper of wisdom. If it weren’t for him, we’d have all lived normal lives. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be with Kate. I can’t seem to find it in myself to give him any credit for that. He’s a self-righteous prick, and even Kate is picking up on that.

Tanner stands up straight, swiping tears from the corners of his eyes. He pats me on the shoulder which makes me feel homicidal. When Tanner touches me, I remember the look on his face when he appeared in front of me in the Witchwoods.

I remember our forty-minute brawl and the damage I took. The crunch of his fist on my face. The sound of my voice cursing him out. Most especially it reminds me of the way he grinned at me with bloodied teeth and held out his hand to help me up from the forest floor when it was all over. How I continued to fight like hell, even after breaking the rule of the woods and opening my big mouth. He and Brooks dragged me back to the cottage and forced healing salve on me, barred the door, wouldn’t let me leave.

I hate being touched by Brooks, but I can’t stand being touched by Tanner.

Fortunately, he takes his hand away before I get a chance to react. Might also help that my attention is still on Kate as she stands in front of the cliff, populated entirely with green ferns so that the rock wall behind it is invisible. She closes her eyes and tilts her head up to the droplets of water cascading over the top like diamonds.

Wham. Slam. My heart hurts. Holy shit. What is happening to me? Miriam never made me feel like I was on the verge of having a heart attack. But this shit? I genuinely like this girl, don’t I?

Tanner bites his lower lip as he studies Kate, tilting his head to one side like the hunter that he is. Even with Kate, he’s stalking. Biding his time. Waiting for the right moment to strike. God, I hate him.

“Man, if I’d put a list together of the perfect woman, it would’ve been nothing at all like Kate and completely wrong. She’s everything I never knew I wanted and everything I need.” Tanner exhales and then runs both hands over his hair, like he’s as surprised as I am. Neither of us would’ve picked her out of a crowd, I guess. I hate that we have that in common. “Imagine all the Norths who could’ve ended up in the woods, and we got her.” Tanner throws his arms around both our shoulders, and I clench my jaw. “We’re lucky men, aren’t we, my friends?”

“Don’t fucking touch me.” I shove his arm off with a huff but, as usual, he’s completely undeterred by the rejection. If he were less cheerful, I could probably put up with him better. All of that smiling and shit that he does? While always on the lookout, always on the hunt? Can’t stand it.

“Hey,” Tanner begins, hooking his thumbs on the waistband of his jeans. He turns to Brooks and raises a brow. “I completely understand Lo’s need to bend Kate over in the bathroom. She’s tough to resist. But you? The hell did you say to our girl to make her so standoffish?”

Our.

Shit.

I rub a hand over my jaw as I watch Kate trip on a rock, unconsciously using my magic to turn the water of the stream into a giant hand. I catch her with it before she can fall, setting her on her feet and then using my magic to drain the water from her dress until it’s no longer translucent.

She gapes at me over her shoulder, but everyone else has disappeared down the canyon and we’re alone for the time being. Kate grips the brim of her hat with two hands and turns away from me, walking through the stream and not caring even when it hits her at mid-thigh and soaks her dress all over again.

“What did you say to her?” I repeat, giving Brooks a nasty look.

“Don’t fuck this up for us,” Tanner warns him, pointing. Brooks slaps his hand away. “Don’t you ruin this for me and Marlowe.”

“I didn’t do anything to that woman. She told me that she doesn’t like to be fucked by us.” Brooks bends down, drawing out a cloth sack that he had tucked into his belt. It’s made of leather and stitched with sinew. Definitely something he brought from the woods. He gathers rocks into it while trying to look like he isn’t pissed off. “Unless it’s for a spell, I have no desire to touch her.”

Translation: he’s butt-hurt.

Sure as hell seemed like Kate was into it earlier. Wouldn’t she have said something if she wasn’t? My heart clangs noisily behind my ribs, and I rub my palm against my t-shirt to calm it down a little.

“Huh?” Tanner scratches absently at his throat and then adjusts his hat. “That can’t be right.” A confident smile takes over his mouth. “Maybe it’s just you, South? You’re a little hard to like, you understand that.”

“Fucking rich coming from you,” I reply, but I know that Tanner is, arguably and objectively, a pretty nice guy. I just hate him because I’ve been on the receiving end of his brutality. I … hate him in the same way that Kate could hate me?

My gaze shifts to her.

She’s at the edge of a comfortable range for us, getting a little too far away.

I hate when Tanner touches me, but I let him do it. Brooks says Kate doesn’t like to be fucked by us? She just lets us do it? What the hell am I even doing here? My mom would be so disappointed in me. Could still be, if I ever get the balls to go and see her.

“She said she’d do it whether she liked it or not. I don’t know how you guys want to interpret that, but I’m not forcing myself on Kate. Spellwork is different, but we don’t have to have sex outside of that.” Brooks stands up and ties the top of the sack, tossing the rocks to the side for the time being. “Gather a bouquet of ferns. Some animals. Don’t care what kind—lizards, flies, whatever.”

Kate stops in the center of the canyon, the cool water up to mid-thigh, her hands on either side of her hat, tugging the brim down slightly. The charms on the cone sway and jangle in the breeze. My insides twist up, like I’ve been eviscerated and scrambled by the Hag’s claws.

I’m walking before I even realize it, boots splashing in the water as I carve a path straight to Kate. The ferns on either side of the canyon walls stretch toward her, reaching for that earthy, pungent magic in her veins.

“Hey, Kate.” I catch her by the arm and she turns to look at me, beautiful mouth in a small moue of surprise. Her hazel eyes drop to the small span of space where the bare skin of my fingers touches the naked skin of her upper arm.

I release her, and only then does she turn around.

The wind slithers down the canyon, ruffling the ferns and causing my hat to shift. It slides forward and covers my left eye. Kate’s skirt billows like she’s Marilyn Monroe or something, and she gasps, slapping one hand down to hide her panties. She uses the other to snag her hat, the teeth on the brim catching the light.

Fucking Tanner and his fucking air magic. I reach up and push my hat back from my face, wanting to look at Kate fully when I say this.

It’s not easy.

I’m a stubborn dick on a good day.

Finding myself lost in those woods, knowing that my friends left me there … it broke something in me. I didn’t just become a witch beneath that dark canopy; I became a different person. When you’ve held someone else’s head underwater just to take your next breath, you realize that very few of us are as self-sacrificial and brave as we pretend to be.

Brooks held Tanner’s head under. Tanner held my head under. I held Kate’s head under.

“I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry.” My words sound strange, like the ferns on either side of us or the trees on the small cliffs above are absorbing all of the sound. The water is cool on my legs, wicking into my pants. I could push it back, but I don’t. I like the way it feels.

Kate’s face twists with confusion, like she has no idea what I’m talking about.

“For what?” she asks, slapping at her hat as it tries to lick me with a forked tongue. My heartbeat stutters again. I swallow hard and think about how to phrase it when she beats me to it. “For this morning? For coming inside of me without a contraceptive?”

Err. Shit. I wasn’t about to say that.

I scrub at the back of my head, knocking my hat into my eyes again.

“Yeah,” I say, but then sigh when I realize I can’t avoid this any longer. “Well, that’s not what I was thinking, but that, too. Don’t stress too much. Tanner can cook up another contraceptive draught.” I pluck a blueberry off my hat and eat it, chewing thoughtfully. I wouldn’t mind a kid, but now would be a bad time, wouldn’t it?

There are rainbow fish sparkling in the water around us, dazzling mushrooms sprouting between the ferns, and an odd long-necked sort of deer prancing around near a fallen log. One-hundred-and-ten-percent that it’s from the Witchwoods. It’s got a rack of antlers that’s bigger than its own head, and they’re dripping with moss and crystals.

“I’m not ready for a baby, but I, um, don’t really mind the breeding kink thing to play around with …” Kate trails off, clasping her hands together behind her back. She peers up at me from under her enormous hat, an iridescent Witchwoods bird landing on the brim.

I want to respond to her, but I’m having trouble with rational thought.

What did she just say? She wants to … she likes … breeding kink? My entire body is hot, and my clothes are this restrictive net that I want to cast off. I could take Kate right here on the ground with the stream spilling around us. The opinions of other people don’t matter. We have magic. We have power. I want to fuck.

I grab my crotch to adjust myself, and Kate makes this little noise that tells me she’s aware of my thoughts. That she shares them. That she’s not averse to the idea of screwing me the way Brooks claimed.

“Brooks thinks you don’t want to fuck him—or any of us, I guess.” I shrug, releasing the heavy, wanting bulge and cursing myself for even touching it at all. Shoulda left it alone.

Now, I’m staring down at Kate and thinking that it’s a divine blessing that she’s got such a fun personality and a body that fits perfectly with mine. I lick my lips, and she shifts, splashing me with more of the cool water. Doesn’t help. I could come just by looking at the neckline of her dress.

“Why would he … oh, because he’s a stuck-up jerk who doesn’t know how to handle conflict? Is that why? He doesn’t know anything about me, has no clue what I want.” Kate huffs, nostrils flared, and then she closes her eyes, like she’s grounding herself.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her again, finding the words a little easier when she’s not looking at me. “For what I did to you in the woods.” I force myself to take slow breaths. “For trapping you there.” I put my hands on Kate’s waist just as her eyes start to open. Her lashes flutter at the contact, but she puts her own hands on my wrists, like she might push me off. “For … forcing myself on you.”

“What are you doing?” she asks, and I narrow my eyes.

“I’m basically your husband, right? I’m acting like a husband. You don’t like it?” I sound pissy, like I’m close to a fit. I’m not, but goddamn, my emotions are wild. Just one small thing sets me off. Also, pretty sure that I’m insecure, and I hate that, too. Nothing is hotter in a partner than confidence.

I’m traumatized for sure, but I’m done with that. I’m out. I have Kate. It might all have been worth it for Kate, huh? I refuse to answer that unasked question.

My hands settle more firmly on her waist. She isn’t small necessarily, but she fits well inside the circle of my hands, long fingers splayed against the thin, wet cotton of her sundress. The heat of her body seeps into my palms, warming not only my hands but my dick … my … gag … shit … my …

Heart.

I do have a heart.

I thought I’d lost it in those horrid woods, but there it is, pounding away like I’m sixteen years old and confessing to my first crush.

Kate moves her hands from my wrists to my neck, one palm on either side of my throat.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat, because I need her to understand how serious I am right now.

Kate shakes her head at me, braid flopping over her shoulder.

“Don’t apologize if you’d make the same choice all over again,” she tells me, not like she’s angry, just like she doesn’t want to hear empty words.

I wait until she’s looking right at me again before I tell her the truth. My awful, frigid, bruised and bleeding heart goes … thump … thump … thump …

“I don’t think I would,” I tell her honestly, “if it was you.”
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Kate

Nobody wants to go to the spa after our outing to Fern Canyon.

I can’t say why. Maybe it’s the murky awkwardness in the truck that’s half sexual tension and half … all of the other things going on. With Brooks, there’s a stalemate between us concocted of dominance wars, bullshit, and misunderstandings. With Marlowe, it’s … if we went back in time, and I saw you in the Witchwoods, I’d … let you go.

I almost screamed at him that under no circumstances should he ever let me pass by in any universe, but that seemed like a bit of a stretch considering the relative newness of our relationship.

And then … there’s Tanner.

It was so easy with him. So easy. And then I had to go and ask him if he was in love with me? Why did I do that?

He’s awake and making coffee the next morning, shirtless and beautiful in my vintage kitchen. I’m struck by the sight of him, sunlight falling over his dual-colored hair, catching on the gold and making it shimmer. Ebon sits on his shoulder, wings tucked in close, hopping back and forth as she examines what he’s doing with the coffeepot.

She spots me before he does, turning her head to look at me and staring with six glowing purple eyes. I put a finger to my lips, as if she actually knows what that means. I sneak forward in my fuzzy socks, and I throw my arms around Tanner from behind without thinking too hard about it.

Having sex with him is one thing. Touching him like he’s … my dark-avowed coven husband? A whole different experience. He tenses up at first, but quickly realizes it’s me, reaching up to pull one of the stolen earbuds from his ear. He’s listening to music—using my phone. This means that he’s not only stolen my headphones but also my phone and learned how to use it all.

“You’re impressive, for somebody that time traveled from 1988 to this hell we call the present.” It’s a joke, of course. I’m not sure the eighties were any better; each era has its issues for sure.

“All I know is your password and that I should touch the green circle to start music. That’s about it.” Tanner turns around but when I try to step back and drop my arms, he grabs on and holds them in place, essentially spinning inside my embrace.

His eyes are fixed on me, his big hands coming to rest on my upper arms. I like the weight of them through the long-sleeved sweater I’m wearing, the heat. The back door is open, and even though it’s gearing up to be a hot day (in terms of Eureka weather which means like mid-seventies), it’s relatively cool right now.

“Are you avoiding me?” he asks, nice and direct. I wish I could shrivel up like the weird flytrap that spontaneously grew from the side of the refrigerator and died just now. Its wrinkled purple carcass falls to the ground with a splash of glitter, and Ebon swoops down to scoop it up in her beak, cawing at us before she takes off out the back door.

Flick trots in, panting, like maybe he already got to play frisbee or something before I even woke up. How can I compete with that? I should just accept that he’s our dog now.

“Why would you think that?” I ask as I actively avoid that penetrating stare of his. I stare at the fridge instead as he slides his hands down my arms to grip my elbows. “Seems more like you are avoiding me.”

“You put pillows between me and you last night. Pillows between you and Marlowe. I won’t even ask what the hell is going on with Brooks because Lord knows he probably started it.” Tanner pauses, like he’s just thought of something in particular. “You know, he did bring something interesting up yesterday—”

“I’m not averse to sleeping with you guys,” I growl out, forcing my gaze back to his in a sudden burst of strength and determination. “I didn’t say that I was. I told him that he didn’t like me, and he never denied it. So, I said that I’d fuck him whether I liked it or not. I didn’t say that I definitively did not like fucking him.” I’m huffing when I finish, cheeks flushed and nose perked to the scent of fresh coffee.

Caffeine will solve all my problems.

I try to pull away from Tanner, but he grips my wrists before I can.

We stand there looking at each other in my grandma’s kitchen, and I can’t help but wonder what she’d think of all this. She’d be excited for me. Thrilled by the idea of magic. Mesmerized by the thought of starting a coven. Knowing her, she’d seek out my friends and try to join theirs. Or jump back in the Witch’s Tree to make a coven with Detective Gilley and Viv, the K9 handler.

“Okay, avoiding Brooks, I get. Marlowe … well, shit, I didn’t peg him for an obsessive stalker loverboy type, but there you go. Avoid him as much as you want.” Tanner flicks his tongue against the edge of his lip and leans down so that I have to go cross-eyed to stare at his mouth. Which … I do. I stare at it and then look back up at his eyes, at those dilated pupils, those dark lashes. “Tell me: what am I doing wrong, Kate?”

“You—” I try to pull away from him again, but he grips me even tighter, walking me backward until my ass bumps the edge of the table. “Listen, if I don’t want to have sex with you, I don’t need a reason.”

“Oh? You don’t want to have sex with me?” Tanner releases one of my wrists and then flicks up my sweater, exposing one of my taut, pebbled nipples. “Should I see how wet you are, too? Get a definitive answer to that question?” He’s grinning as I yank my sweater back into place, flushing all over in a mixture of excitement and frustration. “What the hell did I tell you? If you touch me, I take you. Did you forget?”

“You said that offer was null and void,” I counter before realizing what agreement he put in its place.

“True. I said that I wouldn’t even wait for you to touch me, that I’d just fuck you whenever I wanted.” Tanner slams his palms down on the table on either side of me, putting his lips up against my ear. I shiver at the sound of his voice, deep and rife with confidence. Strong. Sure. “I do want, Kate. I want so hard.” His voice shivers with the edge of a growl. “So, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Right here. Right now.”

He breathes in deep, his nose against my hair, his right hand sneaking over to grip my left hip. I exhale so violently that his hair ruffles in the breeze, and he laughs.

“Tell me, Kate. I want to know why you’re avoiding me.”

“I’m not avoiding you,” I groan, but that’s not true. I am. I’m avoiding him and Brooks and Marlowe, all for very different reasons. Some of those reasons have more to do with me than the men.

“I don’t think I would, if it was you.”

Yeah, I’m only avoiding Marlowe because I’m intimidated by the rapidity with which our relationship has progressed. He was easier to handle when he was just a cranky prick all the time.

Tanner leans back and then, annoyingly, he stands up and turns away, busying himself with pouring two cups of coffee.

I frown.

That’s it?

He’s not going to fight harder on this?

“Thanks,” I grumble as he hands over a mug, already prepared with milk the way I like it. I sip carefully, eyes narrowed over the rim.

“Don’t think we’re done here,” Tanner assures me, glancing over his bare shoulder like he could sense the indignant stare I was giving him. “I just thought you’d want to deal with her first.”

“Her?” I ask, as I realize that Flick is barking in the backyard. Happy barks though. Friendly barks.

Georgia appears in my back door with a frown on her face, a bottle of wine in her right hand.

It’s eight o’clock in the morning.

She walks in without saying a word, slams the bottle on the table, and then digs through my cabinets until she finds her favorite cup. It’s a plastic, stemless wine glass (very classy), and it reads Where Y’all At? She pours the red wine into it. Glug, glug, glug.

I clear my throat, and only then does she look up at me, big purple circles under her eyes.

“All of the shit I’ve seen since we got back …” She hesitates, looking over at my fridge and the mushrooms growing from the top. Back outside, at the black cat with six eyes that’s sitting perched on the railing of my deck. Back to me again. “What the hell, Kate?”

“It’s Witchwoods stuff,” I tell her, wishing I’d explained things better when she was here with Fernanda and Tacy. I was waiting for her call, letting her process everything, but maybe I shouldn’t have put this off for so many days? “It’s mostly harmless.” I pause. “Except for, you know, the Hag.”

“Right.” Georgia is still staring at me as she lifts her glass to her lips, brown eyes sliding over to Tanner. He’s leaned back against the countertop, sipping his own coffee and studying me like he’s planning his next move.

He didn’t not screw me against the kitchen table out of a sense of propriety. I can tell that he doesn’t give a shit about Georgia, that he’d have done it anyway and made her wait. I’m being left to sweat it out in an attempt to shake the truth loose.

I should just tell him. I can’t stand when characters in movies cause problems for themselves because they simply won’t speak up. It’s just … I’m embarrassed. I’ve been so lonely and so sad and now, I’ve got an insta-family and I don’t know how to react. I want Tanner to fall in love with me. I don’t expect him to be there yet, but when he said what he said, I … got lost in the fantasy.

Crap. That’s exactly what I should say to him, huh? Damn it. I hate when I argue with myself, and then win the argument. It’s annoying.

“The Hag,” Georgia repeats, pulling out a chair and slumping into it. “I see that stupid owl everywhere. In glassware. Windows. Metal trash can lids.”

I nod, taking the chair beside her. My friend looks tired. Can’t say I blame her. It’s exhausting to have your entire worldview and reality rewritten overnight. I want to reach out and take her hand, but …

Being lonely isn’t a choice; it’s a byproduct of modern life. Or maybe just of life in general? Anyway, I can’t suddenly force strong relationships, but I sure as hell can nurture the ones that I have. I can make efforts in an attempt to change my circumstances—just like I did when I chose to visit the Witchwoods. That was a choice, and choices are what shape the future, not the hand of some unseen force called fate.

Tanner’s watching me as he sips his coffee, like he can sense the direction of my thoughts. When I reach out and take Georgia’s hand in mine, he smiles and hides the expression behind his mug. My friend squeezes my fingers back, closing her eyes and leaning back in her chair.

This is it, the moment where I have to tell her the truth. The longer I keep it hidden, the worse it becomes.

“I need to tell you something,” I begin, which is probably the worst possible way to broach this subject. Nothing good ever starts with those words and Georgia knows it. Her eyes fly open and she turns a look on me that makes me fidget in my chair. When I move to pull my hand away, Georgia squeezes my fingers even tighter.

“Katelynn Poppy,” she warns, holding me in place with that stare of hers. “Is whatever you’re going to tell me about to ruin my day? Because I had a neon green snake with two heads slither off my headboard and into my hair this morning. My patience is limited and very, very thin.”

“The first group breakfast we had after I came back from the woods …” I pause to drink some coffee, just for fortification purposes. “Brooks used a memory loss spell on you. And Fernanda. And Tacy. Oh, and Tacy’s boyfriend, the one with the van.”

“Jared,” Georgia says, and then she groans, pulling her hand from mine and putting her elbow on the table. She rests her face against her palm and mumbles words at me. “Why?”

It’s not the question that I expected her to ask.

“Because the last thing we needed was more people putting their hand in that goddamn tree.” Brooks appears in the kitchen doorway, dressed for work in a tight white t-shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and the jeans he bought from the thrift store. He’s wearing his Witchwoods boots, the eyes on his hat blinking randomly, a sea of glittering red irises.

Georgia lifts her head to look at him, the edge of her lip curling slightly. She doesn’t like any of these guys, but she really doesn’t like Brooks. I get it. I’m still on the fence with him myself.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me it was for my own good?” Georgia laughs, leaning back in her chair and sweeping her dark hair over her shoulder. She takes another sip of her wine.

“On the contrary, I was going to apologize and take full responsibility for what happened. Kate didn’t know enough at the time to make a decision either way. Even if she had, I’m the leader of this coven and all mistakes are mine.” Brooks walks into the kitchen, resting a hand on the back of a chair. He glances at Tanner who sets his mug down so that he can sign with those big, beautiful hands of his. I could watch hours of that, these three men with their magic-kissed hands signing to each other.

“Why?” Georgia repeats, looking at Brooks instead of at me. She’s a South; he’s a South. I have a feeling that if she does decide to form a coven with the other girls that she’ll be just as bossy, just as much of a leader as he is. “Did I see something I shouldn’t have?”

“Just a dead rabbit,” Tanner says, setting his mug aside and grabbing his bow off the counter. He stalks toward the back door, crouches down, and then fires a shot into the grass. I hear something scream, and then the sound abruptly cuts off. He stands up and grins, heading outside to retrieve whatever it is that he’s just killed.

“A dead rabbit?” Georgia asks, giving me a look.

“A Witchwoods rabbit,” I tell her, reaching up to touch my hair. It’s all tangled, even though I braided it last night. Surely there’s a spell for that? I almost ask, but then I know what Brooks’ response is going to be. Sure, we can do a spell to keep your hair nice. Right after we triple the size of our bed. Oh, and after we bind the Witch’s Tree. “Tanner did … well, what he just did at the cafe.”

“My mind is my own,” Georgia states, still looking at Brooks. “You don’t get to make choices for Kate or anyone else—especially not me.”

Brooks’ mouth edges up into a pretty, little smile.

“If I think making choices for you or Kate or anyone else is what’s best, then I’ll do it. However, in this case, I was wrong. And, if you form your own coven, then I’ll stay out of your business.”

“Kate, what the hell?” Georgia breathes, turning to me. “He’s awful.”

“He’s—” I don’t know how to respond to that. He is sort of awful sometimes. Brooks is looking at me now, but I refuse to return his stare. Then Marlowe walks in, yawning and scratching at his taut lower abs, my cat curled up in his right arm.

Also, he’s naked.

Naked.

Marlowe freezes, noticing Georgia at the table, and then turns right around and hauls ass out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

“Did he just …?” Georgia doesn’t finish the sentence, reaching up to press her fingers against her temples. “This is why you guys are viral right now.”

“Because they don’t wear shirts?” I reply, trying to make a joke out of it. Brooks is still staring at me, and I know that Georgia hasn’t forgotten the idiotic things he just said.

Marlowe only comes back once he’s got clothes on, witch hat askew on his hair, traitorous cat still tucked under one tattooed arm.

“I don’t think I would, if it was you.”

Ugh. Please no. Fuck these intrusive thoughts!

“Did one of your friends get eaten by the Hag?” he asks casually, opening the fridge in search of more cold brew. Stix, that evil black feline, is cuddled up to him like he’s her soulmate. “I would assume that’d be the only reason you’d show up here so early in the morning—unannounced.”

“I texted her twenty times, you prick,” Georgia snaps back, and then she looks at me with accusation clear in her eyes. Tanner stole my phone! I want to tell her that, but I think that’d only get me into worse trouble. “Put a leash on these bros, Kate.”

“Kate’s the only one who likes to wear a leash,” Brook retorts easily, and somehow, the vine that’s hanging in the basket in the kitchen corner lashes out and slaps him across the cheek. He puts a hand up to his face, like he’s as surprised as I am.

“Thank you.” Georgia seems satisfied that he has a small, bleeding cut on his gorgeous, chiseled, slightly stubbled cheekbone. Fuck. I wish I wanted to do something other than lick the blood off. I hate him. “Let’s just say that if I ever find out something like that has happened again, I’ll be upset. Just this once—for the sake of brevity and efficiency—I’m letting it go.”

Brooks snorts, and this time, the vine snaps him in the ass. Now that really gives him pause. The look he throws me is nothing short of murderous.

“Remember what I told you?” I smirk. “Act like a leader if you want me to treat you like one.”

“You think that was a spanking?” Brooks turns all the way around and leans down, one hand reaching past my right shoulder to grip my chair. His green eyes are intense, the sigil on his chest glowing. Georgia makes a sound of either surprise or disgust, I’m not sure. “I’ll bend you over and show you a goddamn spanking.”

Okay, now I know for sure that Georgia is gagging. She makes a mock vomiting sound as Brooks keeps his eyes on mine, narrowing them in response. He clenches his teeth and stands up, acting like he didn’t just threaten to spank me.

Marlowe is standing on the other side of the table now, my cat draped around his shoulders like a mink stole. She’s making biscuits on his massive shoulder.

“The cat distribution system is officially broken,” I murmur, and somehow that stupid sentence diffuses a lot of the tension in the room. I turn to Georgia, expression set, hand clenched tightly around my mug. “I’m sorry that I let that happen to you, the memory loss thing. I should’ve tried harder to stop them.”

“Kate, you also just learned that magic exists. You’re not an expert, and I don’t blame you for not knowing all the rules.” Georgia finishes just as Tanner waltzes in with a dead … not-rabbit slung over his shoulder. Blood drips down his chest, and he looks entirely wild and unfit for polite company.

Holy shit.

“Georgia’s been seeing the Hag,” I explain to Brooks, doing my best to keep my voice steady. There’s a liquid heat inside of me, something coiled and clenched. I want to come unfurled around these men—around my coven. I want blood to drip from my chest, and I want a quick, hot fuck on the kitchen table without having to talk about it first.

How do I facilitate us getting to that point?

“Form a coven.” Brooks pours himself some coffee as Tanner picks up his mug and heads outside again. He hangs the animal from the old clothesline rod out back and uses a knife from his belt to dress it down.

In my backyard. With a bow slung over his shoulder. Barefoot. Shirtless.

“How big of a commitment is this?” Georgia asks, ever the shrewd one in our friend group. If she’d been in the Witchwoods instead of me, I’m not sure that she’d have made the same choices. I have this niggling suspicion that she would’ve demanded to cast all the spells the hard way. As in, no sex. She definitely would’ve kicked these men to the curb as soon as she exited the tree. “Are we stuck with each other forever? I’ve noticed you barely let Kate walk into another room. Or is that just your abusive tendencies coming out?”

Brooks cuts a grapefruit in half, plates it, and spoons some sugar over the top. He drops the plate down in front of me with a spoon beside it.

“Eat.” He looks at Georgia over my head. “If you want to cast big magic then yes, you’ll need to stay in close proximity to one another. If all you care to do is cast a protection spell so that you don’t get eaten by the Hag, then so be it. You won’t have a North anyway, so you’ll be limited from the get-go.”

A North.

My mind slips to the teenage girl from the farmer’s market, and I nibble at my thumbnail in thought. No, no way. Don’t get that poor girl involved with this mess.

The Hag Wytch is definitely interested in our coven. I wasn’t sure at first, but I am now. Why lure my friends to the Witchwoods when, if all she wanted to do was eat, she could’ve sung her lullaby for anybody? She could’ve easily eaten the two police officers, too. They’ve been in the woods for weeks without the protection of the cottage.

“It’s a huge commitment—even a non-sexual agreement is binding.” Marlowe wets his lips and then sits down in the chair across from me, stirring his iced coffee with a metal straw. He looks up and our eyes meet and, for whatever reason, I want to believe him. I want to believe that he really would let me go, that he’d sacrifice his chances of escaping the Witchwoods in order to protect me. Just like with Tanner, only time can make an honest man out of him. Or a liar. Time could do that, too. “We’re working on closing the gate ourselves. Just keep those hag stones on you and deal with it until it’s done. If I were you, I sure as hell wouldn’t start a coven with someone I wasn’t close to or in love with.”

He takes a sip of his drink, reaching up with his free hand to scritch my cat on her biting head. She nips his fingers, and he almost smiles. So … he likes to be bitten? I shake my head and close my eyes, refocusing myself.

“He’s right: we’re almost there. How many days would you guys say we have left?” I open my eyes again, grudgingly picking up my spoon and digging into the grapefruit. He doesn’t like me, but he’s feeding me? He doesn’t like me, but he wants to spank me? Brooks and I might be having miscommunication issues as well.

Great. Good to know. All I have to do is be the bigger person, flay my chest open, and expose my raw, bloody heart in order to clear up our misunderstanding. He thinks I don’t like them touching me. What an idiot.

“A week,” Brooks replies easily, pausing as Tanner comes in and pulls a cast-iron skillet out from the drawer beneath the stove. He tosses in some olive oil and then … a few small steaks. Nice and fresh.

“Steak and eggs sound good to everyone?” he calls out over his shoulder, smirking when he sees the grapefruit in front of me. “I’m not a chef, but I’m a damn good hunter. I’ll keep you fed, kitten.”

Our gazes lock as I slip a ruby red triangle of grapefruit between my lips. Citrus and sugar on my tongue. Bitterness. I swallow and then wet my lips.

“I’m not eating an animal from another world.” Georgia stands up, draining her wineglass. “Thanks, but no thanks. You think you’ll be able to bind this gate, and it’ll all be over?” She doesn’t sound like she believes that.

“No.” That’s Brooks again. “Marlowe is optimistic, always has been. It won’t be that easy, I’m sure.”

I see Tanner’s dark frown before he turns back to the stove. I catch Marlowe’s violent scowl. Brooks turns all the way around to face us, a spoon in his hand, a piece of grapefruit sitting on it. He slips it into his mouth and savors it while staring at me. I try my best not to think about him coming all over my tits.

Doesn’t work.

I’m thinking about it. He’s thinking about it. I shift and my thighs rub together, nerve endings on fire.

“What do you think, Kate?” Georgia asks, focused on me instead of the guys. I appreciate that.

I give the question some thought, the sound of sizzling … Witchwoods something cooking on the stove. It smells surprisingly good. I figure I’ve already eaten mystical creature stew in another world, so why not indulge in this, too?

“I don’t know enough to say,” I admit, because it’s true. When it comes to navigating the human world, I’m best equipped to make decisions for the group. When it comes to the Witchwoods and the Hag? I have to defer to the guys, much as it pains me. “But Marlowe is right: forming a coven is a big deal. It’s like … getting married.”

Georgia’s eyebrow twitches, and her disapproving stare sweeps the men in the room with us. She’s having trouble concealing her disdain.

“It only feels like getting married if you’re sexually attracted to the person in your coven.” Marlowe leans back, crossing his arms and ignoring the frantic biscuit-making that’s taking place on the shoulder of his hoodie. Stix, you are dead to me. Both of my pets are traitors. “Sexually attracted and you like their personality.”

He stares right at me when he says that, and I stare right back.

Tanner cracks some eggs into the pan as Ebon reappears, perching on my shoulder instead of his. My dog trots in after, curling at his feet. Brooks is, well, Brooks.

“I imagine that for you, it’d feel like binding yourself to sisters or something.” Brooks shrugs, like it doesn’t matter much to him either way. “Marlowe and Tanner are like comrades to me. I might not like them, but I’d die for them.”

“Please. I’m your best friend.” Tanner plates three eggs and the largest steak, setting it down in front of me. I’m not sure that I can eat all of that, but I appreciate the thought. “We get along great.”

“When you follow orders, we get along well, yes.” Brooks sets his coffee aside. “Do whatever you want, but I highly encourage you to form a coven. If we want it done quick, we’ll need a sacrifice. We can provide one for you, but—”

“A sacrifice?” Georgia and I ask at the same time.

“Could you clarify that for us?” I add, giving him a look. “A sacrifice? Like … the snake that I killed?”

Brooks snorts, accepting a plate of food from Tanner.

“Thank you.” He surreptitiously adds some salt and pepper which I find amusing. “No, not like a snake, Kate. Like a person.”

I choke on my coffee as Georgia laughs. Nice that she finds the idea of human sacrifice funny.

“Well, that seals the deal for me.” Georgia smiles, but it’s one of her double-edged smiles that means business. “I’ll wait and remain cautiously optimistic. I’m not ready to commit homicide, thank you very much.”

“We’ll provide the sacrifice,” Brooks repeats, picking up the coffeepot and refilling my mug. Um. What? I give him a look because I’m nothing if not suspicious. He doesn’t like me, but he refills my coffee? It’s starting to look like I can reform these witchy stalkers into proper boyfriends. “Somebody who has it coming, some kid diddler or something.”

“We can use a truth charm, make sure he’s guilty before we off him. A guilt-free human sacrifice.” Tanner gives Marlowe a plate of food and then cocks his head in Georgia’s direction. “Last chance for breakfast.”

“I’m good, thanks.” She turns to me and takes both of my hands in hers. “We’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow, yeah?” I nod and she smiles, moving over to the sink to pour the rest of her wine down the drain. She checks her phone. “Tacy is outside, but I’ll meet her in the driveway. Let you guys get to work. The Pink Lady looks amazing, by the way. Drove by it this morning.”

Georgia plants a kiss on my forehead which gives me all the warm fuzzies, and then she waves over her shoulder as she makes her way to the front door and steps outside.

The tension thickens like fog off the bay.

“Kate.” It’s Brooks. Commanding. Rude. Demanding my attention. He storms over, yanks my chair from the table, and turns it so that I’m facing him. One hand on either side, strong, corded arms pressed against my shoulders, eyes fixed on my own. I refuse to take a breath because then my chest might expand, and I might end up touching him. “I like you.” He takes a breath for us both, closing his eyes. Chest expanding. Lips brushing my hair and, through his shirt, just one hard nipple brushing my cheek.

I exhale even further, emptying myself completely.

Then, next, as if the words are physically painful to him: “I like you very much.”
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Kate

Robin Madsen tries her best to detain us, but the boys are brutal with their silence. When she tries to make conversation with them, and they’re done talking to her, they just … stop. It’s painful. They’ll move around her like she doesn’t exist, leaving me to pick up the pieces.

“There was a vase in the room last night that was …” She hesitates and looks nervously in the direction of her beautiful pink house. The sky is, as always, gray and blotchy behind it. The ocean sounds annoyed with the very idea of a nice summer day, crashing against the shore just one block over. “Floating.”

I toss a bucket into the back of my truck, one that’s filled with paintbrushes that’ve seen better days. RIP. The men are hard on the equipment, but that’s fine. We have magic. And brawn. Yeah, yeah, an excess amount of brawn.

“A floating vase?” I ask, thinking about the ghost and wondering how dangerous it really is, what it might do to this woman. Brooks is right though—gag, I hate admitting that. We have to close the gate before we deal with anything else. That’s it. No more time. We need the Hag gone yesterday.

I can’t let anything happen to my friends.

I also can’t pretend like the words I like you very much aren’t stuck in my head. They’ve dislodged the ones that echoed I don’t think I would, if it was you, and I wonder if this is what it’s going to be like living with and fucking and romancing three different people.

Tanner appears beside me with the ladder. Sometimes, homeowners have storage rooms or garages or sheds where I can store my stuff for the duration of the job. Not Mrs. Madsen. Also, I’m not at that level yet where I can afford a nice trailer.

I wonder how much cash we could really make out of leaves? Launder it through my business and—

Wow.

These men are infecting my psyche with their bullshit. Launder money? Really, Kate?

Tanner slides the ladder into the truck bed, arm muscles rippling. Shirtless. Dripping sweat. The cone of his hat is curled to one side in a little spiral, his wolf ears half-cocked.

My eyes narrow.

“You are not permitted to take your shirt off until the business day has officially ended. Put it back on.” My voice is Boss Kate’s voice, not … mewling, writhing, moaning Kate’s voice. Tanner blinks at me like he can’t believe what he just heard. He’s wearing brown suede gloves and jeans that hug his hips and thighs.

“Did you really just tell me to put a shirt on?” he retorts, as if Mrs. Madsen isn’t there at all. “Oh hell no, Kate. Not going to happen.”

“Excuse him,” I say to our employer, grabbing Tanner by his sizable bicep and dragging him off to one side. He immediately goes in for the kill, flashing this bold, sassy smile. Black and gold hair stuck to his forehead. Scar silver and shiny in the sunlight.

Yeah. I was right. It’s unlikely this man was ever denied anything in life, not looking the way he does. It’s hard not to get caught up in him.

I make myself drop my hand and Tanner looks at it like I’ve betrayed him.

“It’s not easy for me to focus on my work when you’re walking around like …” I inhale and gesture at him loosely. “Well, like that. Besides, I think Mrs. Madsen has a crush on you and has been checking you out all day.”

Also, social media. He doesn’t seem to take those threats seriously—none of these men do—so I don’t bother bringing it up. My other reasons are valid.

“Well, look at that. So you didn’t actually want me to put a shirt on.” He sounds sooo goddamn cocky. I could scream.

“It’s not professional to thirst trap your client,” I tell him, but I can’t move. He smells good, flexing gloved hands on either side of his body. Unflexing them. Smiling.

“Is it professional to fuck my boss?” It’s asked as if it were truly a question and not a flash of snark.

“No,” I respond, but my voice is shaky.

“Well then.” His voice is breathy with laughter. “I guess I’m not professional because I’m about three seconds away from taking my superior against the freshly painted wall.”

“If you try to fuck me outside, I’ll cut your balls off while you’re sleeping.” I take a step back from him, and it’s there again. Betrayal. He’s upset with me, but he won’t say why. It felt like we were getting somewhere real this morning, but Tanner used Georgia as his excuse to halt the conversation.

Mrs. Madsen waits nearby, fidgeting in the grass. She’s so upset about the ghost that she isn’t ready to leave me alone yet, like she’s convinced herself that the guys and I can help her. She isn’t necessarily wrong, but her haunting will have to wait.

I refocus on Tanner, but he’s leaving. He’s walking away.

No. Nope.

I chase after him and grab onto his arm, fingers digging into hard muscle. He stops on the front walk, the house a looming pink nightmare behind him. The ghost is screaming in the upstairs window, and the sound gives me goose bumps.

“If you’re upset, I need you to tell me.” I frown up at him, trying to ascertain his mood from his wolf ears. They’re very expressive. One is folded, the other perked.

“Upset?” Tanner makes a joke out of it. “Because me without a shirt on is enough to distract you from your favorite activity on planet earth? Painting old houses.” He smiles as he briefly removes his hat and tugs his shirt on, catching the fabric on his lips as he drags it down and doesn’t quite pull it flush to his waistband. A strip of taut stomach shows between the shirt and the pants, and it takes effort not to look. “Definitely not upset about that.”

“Pretending like you’re not upset makes it feel like you’re lying to me.” If I’m honest first, we can move past this and be done with it. What if something happens while we’re trying to bind the gate? What if the Hag gets out? I might as well be bold now, while I have the chance.

While there’s sunshine. Blue sky. Beautiful old houses. The ocean. A taste of salt and fog.

“Looks like your nice guy bullshit isn’t working on Kate,” Marlowe quips as he passes by, and I could freaking throttle him. Can’t he see that Tanner is most definitely not in the mood for that today? There’s a tightness around his eyes, and this way that he licks his lip that tells me he’s pissed.

“Guess not.” Tanner looks up at Lo, causing the other man to pause. It feels like they’re about to fight with each other, and I sense that this has little to do with me and everything to do with their history. Marlowe can’t stand Tanner, but he also can’t bear to be separated from him. Hatred and coven, competing worldviews. “Maybe I should break Kate’s hand like you did? Get her to fall for me, too.”

Marlowe looks from him to me, like he’s trying to make sense of Tanner’s statement. A joke? An insult? And if it is an insult, is it directed at Marlowe or … at both of us?

I blanch, dragging Tanner away from Marlowe and around the corner of the house before it gets ugly. East and West need not engage in a bloody brawl on our employer’s front lawn. Better I handle this than Brooks gets involved.

We move to stand in the cool, quiet shadows of the redwoods, the house at my back. I make myself look up to meet Tanner’s eyes. It’s not easy.

His stare is inscrutable, another stark reminder that we’re still strangers.

“Are you upset about Brooks and Marlowe?” I ask, frowning as I think of the dozen times in the past few days that he’s just turned around and walked off. “You have been avoiding me.”

“No.” Tanner steps forward, forcing me back. My eyes go wide when the back of my navy T-shirt hits the freshly painted wall. I’m dousing myself in pink. And also ruining the scalloped siding that I just touched up. “I’ve been watching you, an impulse that occurs more often than the unconscious need to breathe. That’s how frequently I look for you, Kate.”

I can barely find the words to respond to that. Remember: when in doubt, think logically.

“Because you’re worried about the Hag Wytch.” Damn it. I said that as long as the men weren’t worried about the Witchwoods, then I wouldn’t be worried either.

Tanner is worried. That means I am, too. His wolf ears flatten as the silence stretches between us. My hat—yes, my hat—swallows nervously around my head, like the cone portion is the mouth this time. Lovely.

“You think that’s the only reason why?” he retorts, his shadow slinking around behind me. I can feel it on the wall at my back, a paper-thin nightmare. “Avoiding you? No. Stepping aside to make room for Brooks and Marlowe, sure. You’re doing exactly what you should be doing, Kate. I’m not angry. I’m not upset.”

He sounds fucking pissed.

I want to see what he’ll do if I take his gloved hand in mine. He lets me squeeze it, lets me curl our fingers together. Smiles.

Still, he’s fucking pissed.

“Why are you hiding your feelings from me?” I ask. “You’re so mad right now, and I have no idea what I’m doing wrong or why you won’t just tell—”

“Kate.” Tanner grips my arm like a blood pressure cuff, pinning me against the wall. Pinning me against his shadow.

I use a tree limb and a sharp burst of magic to slap him in the face with a low-hanging bough. Tanner’s wolf ears swivel toward me, and my hat growls like it wants to bite him. I know that I certainly do.

“Cute. I like it when you fight me. Makes it more exciting to get inside of you.”

“Stop.” My refusal makes him furious, but he lets go and steps back. Still. Smiling. I’m not though. Definitely frowning.

“Stop what?” Tanner asks, very gently. It’s probably his last straw. Yeah, I really like him. He’s patient. But also fake. He’s putting on a show, and I want to see the person underneath.

“The flirting and the sweet-talking, it worked on lots of women in the past, didn’t it?” I challenge, and he just stares at me like I’m crazy.

“Sure. But why be an asshole if you can be nice with the same results?” Tanner looks like he regrets saying that almost immediately, reaching up to adjust his hat brim and frowning down at me.

“The man that none of those women ever saw, I want to get to know him. Not an illusion of a person, the real Tanner Skye. If you’re thinking horrible things about me, you should say them aloud so I know who you are.” I huff and reach up to adjust my own hat, earning a stab wound from one of its fangs in the process.

Tanner doesn’t hesitate to catch my wrist, lifting my injured hand to his lips and … oh. He licks the blood while maintaining eye contact with me. My pulse picks up, and my skin turns pink.

No. Don’t let him hide behind the sex thing.

“Why would you want me to say horrible things about you, Kate?” he murmurs.

“Obviously, I’d hope you were only thinking good thoughts.” I inhale and brace myself for what I know is coming. I’m pushing him to the breaking point on purpose. Might hurt a little. “But I need you to be honest, no matter what.”

That does it. I see him snap like a dry bone, closing his eyes, forcing a slow exhale.

“What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing?” he growls, and it’s so low that it vibrates through me. Tanner opens his eyes, but he doesn’t move. Doesn’t tighten his grip on my wrist. Doesn’t clean the blood from his lower lip. “Why do you think I’ve been treating you so well? Because that’s exactly what I’m trying to do. I’m making every choice in opposition to my past. Staying is being honest.” He stands up straight and even takes a small step away from me.

“You make me feel like …” I sigh, and hope like hell that I won’t regret saying this. “Like I want to be loved by you. I want it so badly, in a way I’ve never wanted anything before.” I look right at him. “Nothing, Tanner.”

He’s panting, adjusting his hat and smearing pink paint across the black brim. It looks ridiculous, and I have to hold back a smile.

Tanner stands there for a long time. So long that it gets awkward. I knew I shouldn’t have said that.

My horned shadow runs away into the woods, and I only wish I could join her. His … his chases.

“Never mind.” I reach out and grab a handful of Tanner’s shirt, yanking on it and trying to get him to step forward. It works. He’s right there, pressing me up against the side of the house. It’s fine if we just fuck. Why did I push so hard against someone who was treating me so well, pleasing me whenever I wanted? Why complain?

“No, it’s fine, Kate. Let’s talk about it.” Tanner puts his gloved hands on my waist, forcing his breathing to slow. Our hat brims are crushed together, and mine is trying to lick his neck.

Correction: is licking his neck. I can taste his sweat.

Can taste his emotions, too. Nervousness. Frustration. Determination.

“It’s not fine. I only want the truth, Tanner. Otherwise, we don’t need to talk.” I put my arms around his neck, but he pushes me off.

He gets mad, which he’s never done. He’s kept calm this entire time.

“Fine.” Tanner laughs, tearing his hat off so that he can run his fingers through his hair. Still smiling though. Can’t shake that one. “You want me to tell you all these hurtful things that I don’t want to say, that nobody wants to hear? Yeah, Kate. I’m doing what I always do. Sorry, it’s easy. You like me for my body like anyone else.”

I’m speechless. Pretty sure my mouth is hanging open. But okay. We’re getting somewhere.

His words are mean, but they’re … making me like him even more. I was building stuff up in my head, making it worse than it actually was. All he’s doing is confirming what I already knew.

“I’m sorry I made you feel that way.” My words are soft. He doesn’t expect that.

“I really like you, Kate. I do. You surprise me over and over. But I’ve only known you for two weeks. This is me trying.” He doesn’t move any closer to me. He doesn’t scoot away either.

“I don’t need you to confess your undying love. All I want is for you to tell the truth from now on. I’m doing the same.” I shrug and swipe my paint-covered hands on the front of my overalls. “I want you to like me for me. Doesn’t mean you have to love me yet.”

“You think I haven’t told every goddamn girl I put my dick in I love you?” he says that like it might be shocking, but I already assumed as much. “That being said, I’m all in. We’re never breaking up. You’re not going anywhere. If you try to run from me, I’ll chase you wherever you go—even into the Witchwoods. I’ll tell you everything you need to know with my actions.”

“Just be yourself, Tanner.” I don’t smile when I say that, so maybe he takes it the wrong way. I was trying to be encouraging, but it came out sounding snarky. “I want to know if you’re the type of guy who’d leave peacefully if I asked him, or a creep who can’t take no for an answer.”

He loves that, throwing his head back in a wild laugh. Dropping his chin. Taking his hat off and raking his fingers through the waves of his hair. Another purposeful act. He tosses the hat back on, cockeyed and sexy.

“Okay. I should just be myself?” Tanner grabs me by the shoulders and spins me around, pushing my breasts into the wet paint on the side of the house. I gasp, curling my fingers against the siding and closing my eyes. “I shouldn’t put anybody else first?” He kisses the side of my throat. “Not my coven. Not you. Just me, me, me, and what I want.” He laughs against my skin, and I shiver. “Fine. I don’t want you to touch goddamn Marlowe or Brooks.”

“Thank you,” I pant. “That’s what I fucking wanted: honesty. I’ve said it with words like fifty times.”

He leans down and smirks at me.

“I see. You like assholes then.” Tanner tears one overall strap down my shoulder and then flicks the button on the other side, sending the denim to puddle at my ankles. He maneuvers my wrists above my head, smearing paint everywhere.

“Not who you think I want, but who you are,” I repeat, and he scoffs against my neck, using his other hand to shove his pants down. My panties are jerked to one side, and I feel the hot head of him breaching my swollen body. I’m so moist that my own arousal is on my thighs. I can feel the breeze against it. The breeze. We’re outside.

In view of the street.

“I don’t even fucking know who I am, Kate. I don’t know how to interact with women other than wetting their goddamn panties. This usually works.” He shoves so deep into me that if he hadn’t also gripped my mouth with a gloved hand, I would’ve screamed.

I don’t want him to stop, but I should. We could be seen. I’d lose my entire business and everything I’ve worked hard for. Hell, we’re already so viral that … imagine a sex tape getting out?

A sex tape. After everything. What could be worse than that? That is the worst.

“You guys have got to be kidding me,” Marlowe hisses out from somewhere to my right. “Two cops incoming.”

Wait.

Did he just say …?

I jerk back, but Tanner doesn’t let me get very far, using his body to hold me in place. His hips move, pushing in as far as he can go.

“Tell â€˜em to wait. We’re not doing anything illegal.” He grins from above me. I don’t look, but I can hear it in his voice. “Not that I’d give a shit if we were.” Tanner turns back to me, but I keep my gaze fixed on the pink wall. “What do you think, kitten? Want to make it illegal?”

He draws his hips back, nearly slipping out of me. Instead, his crown pushes against my ass, slick with my lube and his pre-cum.

I’m not doing this with people around—let alone police officers.

Tanner doesn’t let me go when I struggle, locking me down with that incredible grip.

But he doesn’t enter me, just slicks his shaft against the outside of my body, the head of him rubbing my clit. One gloved hand holds my mouth while the other presses my wrists to the wet wall.

“What the hell?” I hear an unfamiliar voice, what can only be one of the police officers. “What the … fuck is happening here?”

“Told you,” Marlowe growls—quite a beautiful sound, definitely something he picked up in the woods.

I put up another fight, and Tanner lets me get away from him, cursing as he snags a charm off his hat brim. One of the last. It’s shaped like a human finger bone. He crushes it to dust in his palm, and then blows the white powder into one of the approaching officer’s faces.

The guy collapses in a heap on the lawn and, as Mrs. Madsen sprints down the back steps to see what’s going on, Tanner blows the remainder of the powder at her. She, too, goes down.

“This is becoming ridiculous.” Brooks appears behind the second man, slamming one of those little glass vials against his chest. The dude drops like a sack of potatoes, crumbling to the grass.

Marlowe folds his arms and looks at Tanner with blatant disgust.

“You know better.” Brooks points at Tanner which only makes him park his hands on his hips, cock wet and defiant in the sun. He truly does not give a shit. “These memory charms are expensive to make. You’re going to take eight months’ worth and use them all in a few weeks? We need these for more important reasons than anal in the front yard.”

“You think there’s anything more important than anal in the front yard?” Tanner retorts, holding out a hand for me. “Get back over here, kitten.”

Ah. I see. We’re not done. Cops be damned. I’m tangled in my own overalls anyway and haven’t gotten very far. I’m hiding in the shadows of a rhododendron bush, brilliant with purple flowers and decorated in fuzzy honey bees.

Tanner waits for me to come to him and when I don’t, he comes for me.

I see my shadow being dragged from the trees by his, her nails clawing at the dirt, his claws wrapped around her ankle.

“Don’t you dare,” I start, but it’s too late. I opened this can of worms. Should’ve waited for some privacy to have this conversation, huh? There was no chance it wouldn’t devolve into sex.

It’s the language that Tanner knows best.

He wraps an arm around my waist, dragging me toward him and then taking us both down to our knees. He lays me on my back in the grass. His mouth finds my ear as I use my palms to push against him and end up molesting his abs instead.

“You’re avoiding me because you want me to love you?” Tanner’s emotions are hard to read, but he’s just knocked my hat off with a sweep of his hand. I can’t taste him to see what he’s feeling. “Kate, holy fuck.”

“You guys aren’t seriously going to continue, are you?” Marlowe snaps, and oh shit. Tanner gives him a look that makes one of them a hunter and the other prey.

“If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m gonna break your hand next.” Tanner looks back down at me, and I can only pray that Brooks has Lo handled. I can’t do anything but revel in the terrible glory of what I’ve just done.

I broke the shields of the asshole witch stalker, and this is my … reward? Punishment?

“Thank you for showing me the truth,” I whisper, putting a hand on the side of his face. He loves that, nuzzling into me like he wasn’t being an awful prick all of two seconds ago. “Was that so fucking hard?”

Tanner closes his eyes, like he’s dealing with some seriously intense emotions. They open to reveal an expression I’ve never seen, something raw and angry and so lonely that I could cry for him.

Marlowe knows what it means to be loved, even if his friends didn’t come through in the end. Brooks knows what it means to be loved, even if his family is long gone.

Tanner has no clue.

He has no idea what he’s doing here, or how to proceed.

But all he has to do is show up.

“I only have one rule, too,” I tell him, and he makes this face at me. Pained. Almost sorrowful. “If I show up for you then you show up for me.”

“God, Kate.” Tanner’s hot, hard body is in between my thighs, in the grass under a bush like the world doesn’t matter. We’re outside, but nobody will see us. I know that because Brooks has just powdered Tanner’s back with the leftovers from the disinterest spell.

Magic is incredible.

Tanner looks into my eyes, and I look right back. Then it’s my turn to knock his hat off, burying my fingers in his silky hair. My eyes close and our mouths slide together, tongues working through the truths that were so hard to speak.

He enters my pussy, nice and slow, like he’s changed his mind about testing taboos in public and has switched to a different tactic. Something far more terrifying. Trying. He’s trying, and I can’t fault him for that.

He rolls his body into mine like he’s trying to confuse me, trying to tell me that he doesn’t love me with words so that he can do it with his body. It’s not real. I know that.

I can’t help myself though. I like him. A lot.

“There’s my girl,” he murmurs, almost tenderly. “You love the feel of me in your pussy, don’t you? See how hard you make me?”

I moan, wrapping my arms around his neck and holding him to me. Squeezing my eyes shut and savoring the anticipation of what this could turn out to be. The chance we’re going to give it because we’re coven and we’re bound and—most importantly—Tanner is going to be honest.

He might also be a prick. That’s a possibility. If he isn’t trying so damn hard to please me, if he’s just being himself … will I like what I see?

Tanner’s hands are hot on my body, whispering across my skin and savoring me. Exploring me. Getting to know my curves the way I’m learning the shape of his back, the flex of his muscles, the sound of his moans.

“Open those eyes for me, kitten. I want to watch you when you come, and I want you to see what my face looks like when I’m spilling inside you.” His thumb brushes gently over one of my eyelids, forcing my attention back to him. “So much better.”

He adjusts himself so that he can look me in my eyes, and somehow he makes me forget where we are and what we’re supposed to be doing.

His orgasm is beautiful to watch, sunlight streaming over his face. His lips on my jaw. My hands in his hair. My own climax is slow and sticky and sweet, like the bees on the fragrant purple flowers above my head.

And … what are we doing right now?

We’re not fucking. Trust me: I’d know. That’s all we’ve been doing.

So what is this? We had a fight and then we … made love?

Our shadows are cuddled together nearby, Tanner’s double tails swaying in easy satisfaction.

The real Tanner braces himself above me on his forearms, and I slide an arm across my forehead. Panting breaths. Mingling scents. Tingling magic. We’re glowing, the matching sigils on our chests bright with color. His, green with my power. Mine, silver with his.

Earth and air. East and North. Our tattoos writhe across our skin, like they wish they could jump between us and trade hosts.

We’re both still for some time, like neither of us dares to move and break this sacred space.

“We should go,” he says finally, scrunching up his forehead like he wants to say something but isn’t sure he should.

I duck under his right arm and slip away from him, using the trunk of a tree to haul myself up. Fixing my overalls. Not looking at the two sleeping cops.

This is nice.

First time they come to question me, one of them goes missing with no trace. Second time, they’re both going to wake up and realize that they had the same fainting spell that the guy in the woods did. So, three spelled cops and two missing cops.

Is there a spell for not going to jail? If so, we’re going to need that.

Don’t think about Tanner. Don’t think about him. Don’t do it, Kate.

I realize that Brooks and Marlowe are nowhere to be seen, but that awareness of them doesn’t prickle. They’re close, even if I can’t see them. Tanner moves up to stand beside me, and his expression is weird. Like, pretty sure things are more awkward now than they were thirty minutes ago.

“Is there a jailbreak spell? If so, can you teach it to me?” My joke falls flat. It’s awkward as hell.

“Worst case scenario is that we live in the woods together.” Tanner shrugs and breezes past me, meeting up with the other two men as they come through the front gate. Both Brooks and Marlowe are looking at him with varying levels of disapproval, but neither says a word.

Must be something worse going on, as usual. Social media. Oh my God. What have I done?

“There was a woman trying to take pictures of the truck and a man attempting to scale the fence.” Brooks points in the general direction of the trees. “Chased â€˜em both off.”

I hear a buzzing sound and look up, spotting a drone. When … did that get here? And does a spell of disinterest work on technology?

“Aw, fuck,” I groan as it zips away, and the men all stare up at it like it’s a remote control airplane or something. Please tell me it didn’t film us. Please, please please. “That drone—”

Ebon appears, letting out a battle shriek as she descends on the drone, knocking it out of the sky and sending it to the ground with a deafening crash.

“What the hell is that?” Marlowe asks, but I really don’t feel like explaining it at the moment. Oh, just a camera that floats like a helicopter. No, no, I’m sure it’s fine. I’m sure it wasn’t livestreaming or anything.

“Nothing.” I don’t touch him or Brooks or Tanner.

I knew better and I did it anyway. Every decision we make has consequences. Can’t wait to see the results of this one.

They’re making me wild, just like them. A Witchwoods woman.

I don’t hate that. Nah. I like it.
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Kate

Mocha Spa is located, interestingly enough, behind an old gas station. Don’t let that fool you though. It has massive redwood trees and private outdoor hot tubs that can be rented by the hour. The attached cafe is equally impressive, cozy and filled with the soft chatter of evenings spent over coffee with friends.

“I haven’t been here in forever,” I say with a smile, pausing near the counter and glancing up at the board on the wall. This place is good, roasts its own beans and everything. But that also means that the menu is pretty limited. Doesn’t take long to decide what I want. “Can I get a latte, please?”

I can feel the men crowding close behind me. Marlowe and Tanner are checking out the pastry window, and Brooks is staring at me. Again.

“Is that all?” the barista asks me, dressed in Crocs, an apron, and a handkerchief over her hair. She looks comfortable and half-asleep, but her ensemble goes well with the vibe.

“And whatever they’re having.” I look at Brooks expectantly, and it takes him an absurd amount of time to turn and look at the woman, as if he’s just realized she’s still standing there. Each eye on his hat is looking in a different direction, studying the building’s occupants.

“Espesso is fine.”

I laugh at the idea of a tiny espresso cup in his massive hand, but he only cocks an eyebrow at me. Pretty sure he’s pissed off about earlier. If he knew what the drone could mean, he’d be even angrier. I’m not going to tell him. Yet.

People are definitely looking at us, but in that polite Pacific Northwest way where they’re trying really hard not to. So what? These people might be viral, but they’re still people. The social taboo of outright filming us or swarming us holds long enough for Marlowe and Tanner to add their items to the order, and then we find ourselves the darkest booth in the furthest corner.

“They’ll forget we’re here after a while,” I say, closing my eyes and leaning my head back against the wall at the far end of the bench seat. I don’t open them to see which guy gets in beside me.

Don’t need eyes to tell me anyway.

Sweat and sex and grass.

Tanner.

It’s Tanner, of course.

“Hey, it’s Eastwoods here, just in case you weren’t sure,” he purrs, and while it’s meant to be a joke, I can hear the echoes of his earlier anger. A tongue unfurls from the underside of my hat and smacks into my shoulder, tasting Tanner’s trepidation in the air.

We have about forty minutes until our hot tub reservation.

Forty minutes of pure hell.

Then … probably worse after. Yeah, I imagine all three of these men are going to take their clothes off. We might be here to gather spell ingredients, but they’ll get naked anyway. Try to fuck me. This entire place feels like a wayward rest stop in life, a quiet spot to drink coffee and have sex. A stayover. A retreat.

I open my eyes to find all three of them watching me.

I can’t not look at anyone or they’ll know, so I look at them all. Tanner, frowning at me. Brooks, also frowning at me. Marlowe … scowling slightly.

“You know,” he says bitchily, in that way of his. Elbow on the table, inked fingers drumming, hat perched low over his eyes. He looks out at the rest of the cafe like they’re the strangers here, and this is meant to be our place and our place alone. “Miriam always wanted to come here and fuck, and Dennis always wanted to tag along.” He snorts and turns to stare at me again. I don’t mind him mentioning Miriam. The way he does it, I can see he’s just trying to tell me everything there is to know about him.

My stomach clenches strangely as I pick up a sugar packet and toy around with it, wishing my coffee were here already so that I had something proper to fidget with. My hat casts a circular shadow on the table, catching the strange light from the stained-glass shade overhead. It hangs low from a chain, the red and white design offering ambiance.

“Guess I know why now, huh?” Marlowe adds, and then he … laughs. His scowl disappears. Oh. He’s so achingly beautiful like that, open and honest and real. I sit up a little straighter, my breath catching.

“Nathan would never bring me here,” I admit, hating how lonely and sad my voice sounds. I knew I shouldn’t be with someone to cure the loneliness. I should only be with someone for the joy. That’s what I should be sharing, joy. Not decimating loneliness. Wrong way to look at it. Nathan was always a mistake, and I wonder if Marlowe feels the same about Miriam.

“Why?” Marlowe is the one who’s asking, but it’s Brooks who bumps my leg with his, pushing it against the wall and trapping it there. I pretend not to notice, my gaze catching on several empty inches of wooden bench between me and Tanner.

He’s spilling out of his seat and into the walkway, and yet he won’t scoot over?

I sit back and tuck my hair behind both ears, looking at the table instead of the men.

“Pretty sure his words were well, I have a bathroom at home if I want to take a bath, Kate.”

Marlowe gags. Not even sure he does it by accident.

“You dated this idiot? What sort of a stupid man tells someone like you no when it’s clear that you’re asking to be fucked?” Marlowe is outraged on my behalf, which is sweet, but he’s got the wrong idea.

“I didn’t ask to come here so we could—” I stop talking.

Oh my God.

That … that is why I asked to come here.

I asked my boyfriend to take me to the hot tub place, so we could have sex in a giant wooden barrel filled with scented, steamy water, under the stars and the boughs of ancient redwood trees and he made me feel like an idiot.

I should’ve been the one who broke up with him, and not the other way around.

“I never thought to come here at all,” Tanner muses, looking around. “It feels like I missed out on a lot of places because I was too busy—” He doesn’t finish that sentence which is probably a good thing. I don’t want to hear it, especially not after what happened in Mrs. Madsen’s front yard.

“This place didn’t exist in my time. If it did, I still wouldn’t have brought anyone here.” Brooks has his arms crossed, attention focused on the barista like maybe the shuffle-footed and yawning woman isn’t serving his drinks fast enough for his liking. I don’t know how to tell him that it’s just not that sort of place, Mr. Likes Everything Done Exactly His Way.

“Why not?” Marlowe is asking, not me, but I’m curious to hear the answer to this.

Brooks exhales slowly, reaching up to fix his hat. He likes the brim up whereas Marlowe wears it low, and Tanner doesn’t seem to give a shit either way.

“You’d have to like a woman to want to go to a place like this with her. Otherwise, you’d just—” Brooks also stops talking. Good. Me, Tanner, him. We can’t even say what we want to say.

Honesty? Uh-uh.

“I did ask to come here because I wanted Nathan to fuck me. But you know what? He either doesn’t have a clue how to properly fuck someone, or he just didn’t want to fuck me.” There. I was honest. They can be honest, too. “Brooks and Tanner never bothered to bring women here because maybe they didn’t like any of them enough to bother. If you’d been in their shoes, you’d have done the same.”

I look over at Marlowe and force a small smile.

“You wanted to bring Miriam here because you did like her.”

“Did, being the operative word,” he responds easily, and I shiver as his dark eyes narrow and his tongue edges his lip. Fuck. “Mistake. You wanted Nathan to bring you here because you liked him, too.”

“Did, being the operative word,” I whisper, swallowing and staring down at the sugar packet. Somehow, I’ve opened it up and spilled white crystals all over my fingertips. Tanner reaches out and takes my wrist, nice and gentle. Only when I try to pull away does that grip tighten.

“If you’re a good girl for me Kate, I’ll be so fucking nice to you that your head will spin.” He yanks me closer, pulling my fingers to his lips and sucking the sugar off of them. Like the blood earlier. Sugar and blood. “Stop fighting me,” he mumbles between hot, wet sucks and lingering licks down the inside of my wrist. There’s not even any sugar there.

My whole body ignites in flame.

“Now, we’re all here together for a spell,” I add, putting the finishing touch on that conversation. That’s why we came here. A spell. They can’t even pretend otherwise. Tonight isn’t about our relationship, it’s about magic.

“Kate, you’re a woman that I’d bring here on a random Tuesday for no other reason than I wanted to drink an … whatever that is.” Tanner rubs his thumb across the center of my palm, nodding his chin at the tiny white cup that was just placed in front of Brooks.

The barista passes our coffees out, not bothering to say a single word as she does. Her gaze flicks over my face and I realize that she’s not nearly as sleepy and unaffected by our presence as she pretended to be. She knows who we are.

Half the people in this cafe know who we are.

I gently tug my hand from Tanner’s fingers, and he finally lets me go. My palm tingles as I fold my hands in my lap, trying to ignore the lingering wetness from his tongue.

Lo ordered a hot cocoa which is weirdly cute and looks stupidly adorable sitting in front of his inked mountain of a body. Tanner ordered a beer—they serve alcohol here, too—and I’ve got my latte. Marlowe and Tanner have small pastry mountains in front of them.

Brooks only has that tiny, little white cup.

He peers at it, brows furrowed. The damn thing looks like a doll cup. I’m not even sure that Brooks can pick it up without breaking it. I choke on a laugh, trying to stifle it in my drink. For a minute there, I forget that things are supposed to be awkward between me and the guys.

“You didn’t even know what an espresso was when you ordered it, did you?” The big white mug in my hand is shaking as I struggle to hold onto my amusement. The foam on top was a cute little heart when the barista set it on the table, but it’s all churned up now.

Brooks clenches his teeth and works his jaw, staring out at the cafe before looking back at me.

“Trade me. Give me the big coffee. You can have the little one. It suits you better.” The big eye on his hat flutters, red iris bright in the dimness. I spot antlers on the wall above him.

“Hell no. Taste that tiny cup and tell me that it isn’t going to put hair on your chest. I don’t want any hair on my chest, and I really like milk.”

All three guys stop what they’re doing to look at me. Tanner is leaned back and chewing on a half-decimated bear claw (fitting pastry choice) while Marlowe slides his finger through some sort of cream cheese topping on a chocolate muffin. While I’m watching, he sucks it off.

“We can all tell that you love milk.” Brooks puts his elbows on the table, staring down at the tiny cup. He lifts his eyes up to mine, but I’m not even mad. I … laugh. I laugh at him, and then I’m remembering the words he said to me this morning.

“I like you, Kate. I like you very much.”

I bury my blush in my latte the same way I did my laugh, sipping it as I wait for Brooks to try his drink.

“Fuck.” He picks it up and … downs it like a shot. Marlowe sighs and turns away, shaking his head in disgust.

“You ancient fucking dinosaur,” he murmurs as Tanner laughs and chugs his beer.

“Guess the fearless leader over there doesn’t know everything.” Oh, Tanner is feisty tonight. Thankfully my brain is in the mood for recurring thoughts. I get to relive this gem.

“You think I haven’t told every goddamn girl I put my dick in I love you?”

Eek. Nice guy, my ass.

I keep my attention on Brooks, but he doesn’t flinch. He just sets the little cup down without breaking it. There’s no reaction on his face, no indication that he just swallowed super hot, super concentrated coffee.

“Move,” he tells Marlowe, breathing deep. “I’m ordering something else.”

The pair of them slide out of the booth, but when I try to offer my wallet, Brooks waves it off. Must have some leaf-cash in his jeans pockets. The ones he picked from the thrift store were well-worn and broken in for whoever owned them before, but Brooks has made that denim his bitch. The washed-out blue fabric cups his taut ass and emphasizes the long lines of his legs.

“See something you like?” Tanner teases, and I turn to find him watching me.

There’s no doubt in my mind that we … made love in the grass today. It started off as an anger fuck, and it quickly evolved into something else entirely.

“He’s a jerk, but he’s handsome,” I admit, shrugging one shoulder and wishing I’d gotten myself a pastry. Tanner notices me eyeing the untouched bear claw on his plate, pushing it toward me without a word.

“I’ll always provide for you, whether it’s a wild not-rabbit steak or some sugar-filled dough at a coffee shop. You won’t ever go hungry, kitten.” Tanner puts a hand on the back of my head and leans in, eyes sharp. “See? Not with words, with actions.”

He presses a kiss to my forehead that makes Marlowe scoff.

“Two ancient fucking dinosaurs,” he says, and that makes me laugh so hard that I almost drop my mug. I set it down and press a hand over my mouth, staring back at Marlowe as Marlowe stares back at me.

For the first time since he assaulted me in the woods, I think … we’re having a normal moment. A fun moment. This is like a preview, it seems. A taste of what everyday life with these men could be. They’re not as awful and barbaric as they first seemed.

“Numa Numa,” I say to him, and his mouth twitches. “Three ancient fucking dinosaurs.”

“You put that song on, you get thrown into the wall and fucked properly. Just keep that in mind.” Marlowe tears his second chocolate muffin in half and then chucks it onto the plate in front of me. Feels like a sly rebuttal of Tanner’s I will provide for you, like Marlowe is splitting his food equally. I chuckle at that, too, and he sighs, giving me the second half of the muffin as well.

“Three ancient dinosaurs,” I repeat, because did he just hear what he said? “Would you have talked to a girl like that back in your time?”

“Hell no. I have Witchwoods in my blood. I’m not even human anymore.” Marlowe licks the chocolate from his fingers as I watch, his dark eyes on mine.

“I take it you were like this before the woods?” I direct my question to Tanner, but he only shakes his head, pushing his empty beer bottle aside.

He almost smiles, but then his eyes catch mine and he stops himself.

“No. Definitely not. I hated anything that reminded me of my father—birds, hunting, the outdoors. And I was nice to women, but I certainly wouldn’t have ever cared to feed one beyond a burger and fries during a night out, or some pancakes for breakfast.” He kicks back in the booth, jostling Marlowe’s legs and causing the other man to scowl back at him. “But for you, I would carve up my own body if needed.”

I choke on my next sip of coffee, snatching some napkins from the wooden holder at the end of the table and dabbing at my lips.

“Are you casually offering me cannibalism?” I breathe out as Brooks returns, standing at the end of the table and staring at Marlowe. Lo pretends not to notice, seated across from me and sweeping his finger through the melting whipped cream on the top of his hot cocoa.

“Not casually.” His words are firm, direct, but also a little icy. What have I done to this sweet man? Tanner offers Brooks a nod of thanks when he puts a fresh bottle of beer down for him.

Rather than argue with Marlowe about wanting his space back, Brooks sits down beside him, and it’s so absurdly cozy and peaceful in there that I forget for a brief minute that we’re wearing witch hats and waiting for a hot tub so that we can scoop up water for a spell.

“We could just buy a barrel and chuck it in the backyard. I’ll make the water hot and steamy when we need it.” Marlowe lifts his hot cocoa to his lips and closes his eyes while he drinks, sighing and letting his shoulders droop. “So good.”

He punctuates those last two words by opening his eyes. So good. So fucking good.

My entire body is attuned to the movements of these men in a way I’ve never been attuned to anything in my entire life. It could be the magic binding us together, those dark vows in the woods. And I think it is, in part, but it’s something else. Attraction. Natural attraction. Definitely that. But also a budding sense of camaraderie and … affection?

I feel affectionate toward the three of them, sitting there in that booth with its low-hanging light and the gentle buzz of conversation around us. I want to touch them, hold them, have them hold me. I want to talk about everything, learn about their pasts, build new memories together.

I pick up my latte and take another drink.

“Did you order another espresso?” I ask casually, as if this is a normal night out and not one where I discover all sorts of new things about myself. You don’t need to hold back, Kate. These idiots won’t even let you go to the bathroom by yourself. They’re not going anywhere.

But, as Marlowe said, I hate to be left.

What if—after we’re done with all this Witchwoods crap—they decide they want to get out and explore this brand-new world that they’ve been thrust into? Fuck other people? Date other people? I certainly wouldn’t blame them.

“I asked for coffee, and she told me they only serve espresso. I told her to give me what you were having.” Brooks leans back, his tense muscles relaxing a bit. This could be the most relaxed I’ve ever seen him, and the move surprises me. With a slight quirk of his lips, he lifts both hands and signs something out that makes Tanner laugh and causes Marlowe to spit out some of his hot chocolate.

“Where did you learn sign language?” I ask, directing the question to all three men. I look amongst them, but Tanner and Marlowe are both staring at Brooks.

“I had a little sister who was deaf,” Brooks explains, pausing when the barista shows up and narrowing his eyes at her until she leaves as quickly as possible. He pulls his drink close, and I see that we now have a whole new plate stuffed with pastries. Tanner and Marlowe dig right in. “Not the sister that you saw in the Rhododendron parade, but the youngest.”

I haven’t brought this up to Brooks because I had a very bad feeling about it: I know from the stories available about him online that, in 1955, when twenty-four-year-old Brooks went missing, his twelve-year-old sister went missing, too.

Here he is.

Here she’s … not.

“Before you ask, yes, she was eaten by the Hag.” Brooks is staring into his coffee and not my face. I make myself look away, too. This is obviously painful for him. “She went missing. I tracked her to the tree. I put my hand in. Was already too late though. I shouldn’t have screamed her name; that was my fault.” He takes a drink.

I have no idea how to respond to that, and the table falls quiet. I could tell him that I’m sorry, but that wouldn’t even come close to covering it. It’d be better if our coven were able to kill the Hag Wytch, free his sister. I’m sure he’s considered it.

“You must’ve been so lonely in there,” I tell him instead, and that gets him to lift his head and look at me. I know that Brooks was with his mentor for a while, but then the Hag got her, too. Seems like she gets everyone who enters the Witchwoods eventually.

“I …” Brooks has no clue what to say. He closes his eyes, takes a breath. I realize then that this is why he’s in charge. He might be bossy, but he knows what he’s doing. He knows how to control himself, keep calm, how to survive situations that would kill anybody else. “Yes, I was.” He opens his eyes and takes another drink of his coffee.

I sip mine. Marlowe downs his hot cocoa. Tanner nurses his beer and surveys the room like he’s looking for threats.

“Couple of months out here, and you’ll want to go back to the Witchwoods,” I tease. “Especially after you discover social media.”

Marlowe actually laughs at that which I find cute, and Tanner shrugs.

“Don’t care where we live. I’m happy where you are, kitten.” He pauses and turns to look at me, raising his fancy brow. “Though I do like your dog. Mind if I start training him?”

“He’s trained,” I blurt automatically, but I guess sit, stay, and get the frisbee aren’t a full range of commands. “Fine. Whatever. He likes you more anyway.”

“I do care where we live,” Brooks says, setting his coffee down. “We’re going to close that fucking gate, and lock the Hag Wytch away in there. Probably how she got there in the first place. Maybe it’s a prison for an angry god or something?”

Huh. It’s as good a guess as anything.

While Brooks is concerned with the Hag, I try not to think of pressing urban responsibilities.

Like the cops we left passed out on the lawn. Like Mrs. Madsen, slumped into an armchair near her fireplace. Like the drone. Like going viral.

I resist the urge to pull my phone out and do a search. None of the guys has a phone, probably a problem that needs to be rectified immediately. If we get separated for any reason, we can’t exactly hum to each other across town.

“After we … visit the cemetery tomorrow …” I say the words slowly, trying to be polite to Brooks and Tanner. We’re visiting the graves of both their families. One, to pay our respects and collect some dirt. The other, to dig up a corpse. Can’t wait for that one. I’m a witch and a grave robber. “Let’s pop into a store and get you guys phones.”

“I don’t want one,” Brooks tells me, because he really, truly is an ancient fucking dinosaur.

“I don’t care. You make decisions on Witchwoods stuff, and I’ll handle the modern world. A smart leader knows when to take sage advice.” I pick up half the muffin in one hand, the bear claw in the other. I take a bite of each, scoring them in my head. “Muffin is better, nice and moist. I imagine the bear claw was better earlier in the day. It tastes like something from the day-old basket.”

“Didn’t peg you as a baked goods critic,” Tanner teases, trying to take the bear claw from the plate. I slap his hand away and he snorts. “Fine, fine, it’s all yours—even if it’s gross.”

“Did I say it was gross?” I tease, licking chocolate crumbs from my fingers. Marlowe’s turn to watch me taunt him.

“No, all you said was that you prefer my moist cake in your mouth.” He slumps back in the seat, putting his arm on the wooden back and carefully avoiding touching Brooks in any way. You’d never know they slept in the same bed together.

“We’re casting that bed spell for sure, right?” I clarify and Brooks nods.

“The ingredients we need for that come from here as well. That’s the only reason we can pull it off on top of everything else.” He pauses, and his mouth twitches. “Besides that, I’m uncomfortable in such a small bed, and I’m tired of rotating. That isn’t going to work in the long run, and we won’t drum up near enough magical reserve by sleeping separately.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, does sleeping three feet apart make all that much difference? Same-room isn’t okay, it has to be same-bed now?” I’m joking though. I like having all three of them in bed. Only issue has been that it seems to cut down on sex.

If I have all three of them in bed, do I need to take all three of them to bed? It’s something I’d like to try, if they were into it.

“Same bed is much better,” Brooks says, like he’s the ultimate authority on all of this. All I can do is follow his lead. I don’t know anything about magic. Thus far, everything he’s said has been true. We got out of the woods. We’re clearly bound together. We can do magic. The house is foreboden (is that a word?) and the tree is protected by a spell of fear. “Besides, you like it.”

“Stop pretending you don’t,” Marlowe repeats, sounding exasperated. He leans across the table and reaches out, taking my wrist. “It’s embarrassing—for you. How many times do I need to say that?”

“I’m not embarrassed.” I settle in my seat and raise my chin. “I’ve changed my mind. I thought that was obvious in the way I was acting? I like fucking you guys.”

Brooks’ words. “I like you. I like you very much.”

Marlowe. “I don’t think I would, if it was you.”

Tanner … a long, sun-soaked orgasm under the rhododendrons.

“I … like you guys. I do. I’m excited to get to know you, and … I’m ultimately happy that we met. I think, if I had to go back in time and redo everything, I’d make the same choices. I’d put my hand in the tree. I’d talk for Marlowe in the woods.”

I stop right there, spotting something across the room that I did not expect to see.

“You can’t just say something like that and leave off,” Marlowe protests, but Brooks and Tanner have already turned to see what it is that I’m looking at.

Nathan.

It’s my ex-boyfriend (my only ex-boyfriend, only lover), standing near the counter with his arm around a girl from our high school. I vaguely remember her hanging out with us a few times. Either she goes to the same college as him or else she’s borrowed his crimson Harvard hoodie.

“Hey, kitten.” I look at Tanner, easily taking my eyes away from Nathan and his new girlfriend. “You okay?”

He remembers who Nathan is. Marlowe makes it really obvious that he’s looking by standing up and pushing the pointed cone of Brooks’ hat out of his way to stare.

“Oh, it’s him. I could drown him in dry air. Looks like he has it coming.” Kelp sprouts from the side of Marlowe’s hat, and a glittery fish with wings zips through it before disappearing. The kelp wilts, replaced by succulents.

“Why drown him when I can just suffocate him?” Tanner folds his hands together behind his head. His shadow is stalking Nathan, darting from one table to another, creeping in the shadows. I slap Tanner’s thigh, but all he gives me is a dry laugh.

“Spontaneous combustion is best.” Brooks sounds like he’s telling a secret, smiling as he leans in toward me. All six red eyes on his hat crinkle at the edges in amusement. “He’s the only other man on this planet who’s fucked you, right? If we get rid of him then it’s just us. I like those odds.”

“Would I then get to rid the world of every woman you’ve ever slept with? Tanner? How about Miriam? Can I spontaneously combust her, too?” I would never do any of those things, but it’s an important hypothetical.

I forget Nathan entirely until he steps up to the table, clearing his throat. I blink up at him in confusion for a few seconds before I register why he’s here. What are the freak chances of coming here—a place I’ve never been—on the exact same night that he’d show up—to a place he swore he’d never go?

I don’t believe in fate, just overlapping choices.

We’re both much happier without the other person, and we’re just out on the town with better lovers. Simple as that.

“Hey, Nathan,” I say with a smile. He was my friend before he was my boyfriend, and I’m sure we’ll never be friends again—because he treated me like utter shit—but I can play nice.

“Get the fuck out of here before I kick your ass,” Marlowe adds, pushing the empty plates to the end of the table. “Take those to the bussing station on your way past.”

“You’re aware that you’re all over the internet?” Nathan tells me, looking wide-eyed around the men in their witch hats. I see dark shadows growing up the wall behind the booth, silhouettes with antlers and wings and long tongues. My own shadow sports its familiar horns. I look at Nathan again. “Nobody can get through to your phone, near your house, or in touch with you at all. We’re starting to get scared.”

“We?” I ask, because I’m confused. Who is we? I look over at the girl next to him, but she’s stepped back, arms crossed, tapping her foot. She’s furious with him, so he probably doesn’t mean her.

“Everyone. All of your friends. The community, at large, actually.” Nathan holds up his phone for a second, and I swear I see something like Witchwoods Boys LIVE S— and that’s it. What could that next word be? Sex tape? No, I can’t think like that or I’ll never leave the house again.

“Everyone? There are few people in my whole life who matter, and they’re certainly not afraid for me.” Okay, so that might be a lie. Georgia is afraid for me, I’m sure, but she’s at least understanding of the situation. “Do you need confirmation that I’m here of my own free will?” I hold up my arms and gesture at my coven. “I’m here by choice. Nobody’s forcing me.”

“We got lucky,” Tanner tells him, dead serious. “She accepted us pretty readily; we didn’t need to force her.”

The implication annoys me.

“Excuse me. I need to use the restroom.” I challenge Tanner to keep me there, but he doesn’t. He moves.

And then he follows me down the hallway to the bathroom.

“Stay outside,” I tell him, annoyed. The whole purpose of this was to show Nathan—who’s obviously secretly filming us—that we’re normal and boring and not at all worth paying attention to. If we’re boring in enough of these videos, people will find something else for the Internet to fixate on. Doesn’t matter what it is, just always has to be something. “While I’m in here, go in the other bathroom. Make it seem less weird than it is, okay?”

“It’s not at all weird, Kate,” he tells me, but when I turn to head into the bathroom, Tanner tightens his fingers, tugging me back so that he can put his chin on my shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about me falling in love with you. Kitten, out of everyone I’ve ever met, you’re my favorite. It’s as easy as that.”

He draws away from me, slapping my ass before he ducks the brim of his hat and dips into the men’s bathroom.

I’m alone in the hallway.

I step into the women’s restroom, turn and lock the door.

Eye the open window.

I’m just curious … if I run off, what exactly are they going to do? It’s so tempting. I want them to chase me.

I’ve forgotten about Nathan again, about having gone viral. I don’t care about any of that stuff when I’m hanging out with these guys. Everything else becomes background noise. That’s a good sign, right?

“You’re my favorite. It’s as easy as that.”

My whole body flushes with heat, and I know I’ll be looking forward to the next few months, hoping he’ll tell me that he loves me. Or maybe we can get to a point where I can tell him? I toy with my braid, close my eyes, take a deep breath to refocus.

I do what I came in here to do, wash my hands, stare at myself in the mirror.

A few months ago, if I’d seen Nathan with another girl—especially one from our high school—at this place, a place he refused to ever take me, I’d have been devastated. Depressed. Angry. Now? I’m happy that he’s happy, but I don’t feel the need to spend any significant amount of time with him.

I open the window and hop out. We’re on the first story, so it’s not that high. I’m on one of the outdoor paths outside, the ones that snake through the trees. There are wood walls here and there, visible past the trunks. Each circular structure has a gate on the outside, and a hot tub in the center. There must be an emergency exit out here somewhere?

I spend far too many minutes looking for the exit, feeling that sensation of the men coming nearer or farer away from me. Cold and empty. Heating up. When they’re too close, I stop feeling them at all, like everything is back to normal.

That’s when I know I’m in trouble.
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Kate

One of the gates opens and there’s a naked Brooks, snatching my wrist and dragging me into the fence with him. I slam into his body as he drags the gate shut behind me. The moon is stark and white behind the heavy redwood tree boughs. The wind blows through them, bringing down the scent of pine.

He pushes me against the wall, hands on my shoulders. Leans down to stare at me.

“Did you have fun with that?” he asks, but like he’s amused by the idea of me running away.

“I couldn’t find the emergency exit,” I admit. Embarrassing. “Are you guys comfortable in here?” I look past Brooks to see that Marlowe is already naked and in the water, staring at me.

“We knew you’d pass by eventually. You weren’t going anywhere.” Marlowe closes his eyes and leans his head back, basking in the steam. It smells like rosemary and lemon in here.

The sunken tub sits above a handful of steps on a platform that wraps around the large trunk of a tree, a tray of drinks on the ground beside the water. Fluffy white towels are slung over a wooden rack off to one side. With Edison bulbs overhead, and the winking of the moon through the trees, it’s beautiful out here.

“Why? Because you knew that in the end there, I was actually looking for you guys on purpose?” It’s supposed to be a joke, but Marlowe beats me to the punchline.

“No. Because I have the keys to the truck as well as your wallet.” He opens his eyes so that he can stare at me while he smirks.

I’m curious where Tanner is, since I can sense him but not see him. I almost ask, but he beats me to it, hopping over the side of the ten-foot fence that surrounds our tub. He lands hard in the dirt beside me, blue eyes fixed and intent.

He did say that he was always watching, that it was an urge more frequent than breathing.

“You were stalking me?” I tease, but Tanner only shrugs, scraping his teeth over his lip as he stares me down. He takes his hat off, grabs a handful of his T-shirt, and drags it over his head. The opposite of what happened earlier in the day. Shirt off, not on.

Not that the shirt stopped us. We still had sex.

“Is it still stalking if you like it?” he retorts, shoving his pants down without shame and joining Marlowe in the tub. On goes the hat. “Nice try though. Didn’t I tell ya I was worried about the Hag Wytch?”

He seems substantially less amused than the other two. Crap. I keep screwing up with him.

I refocus on Brooks, nude and smug beside me.

“You were looking for us, huh? Good to know. Get naked and get in the tub.” Brooks pushes up off the gate and moves to get back in the water, skin steaming and slightly pink from the heat. He looks back at me. “Haven’t we been through this enough times? When I tell you to take off your clothes, you should just do it.”

Stupid asshole. My mouth twitches.

“Why should I? We’re just here to collect water for the spell. Let’s scoop it up and get going.”

Brooks sighs at me, like I’m frustrating to no end.

“No. We also need to feel the emotion that we’re harvesting. You were absolutely brimming with awe at the canyon, and we were brimming with awe looking at you.”

I almost trip on the stairs, but I manage to catch the edge of the platform. Brooks slides down into the water, turning and folding his arms on the edge. He’s eye-level with me, sunk deep in the tub while I stand on the second step up.

“Here, we need lust.” He says that like it doesn’t mean anything, but his expression is hard to look away from. “Though I suppose if you want to keep your clothes on, we can just rip them off. Would you like that better?”

“Such a dick,” I grumble, climbing the steps and then undressing while they all stare up at me. I choose a spot in the tub that’s equal distance apart from the three of them.

The water feels so good that I groan, wrapping my arms over my breasts and sinking to my chin. I pretend like we’re here for a soak. That’s it. Just for a minute.

“Sorry that I left you with Nathan. I figured you could handle him though.”

“We handled him. Turned his ice-cold drink to a rolling boil and burned his lips and tongue.” Marlowe picks up one of the cups from the tray. I think it’s just ice water. He’s the one driving. The others have cloudy pink liquid, like maybe sake or something?

“Wait, is this witch liquor?” I ask, because I know the guys brought a little bit of their own stuff from the woods.

“Yeah. One of the few things Brooks made in the woods that didn’t taste like shit.” Marlowe points at me with his cup. “Enjoy it because you don’t have to drive.”

“I can drive if you want,” I tell him, curious to see all three of them relax while I stay sober. I feel like I could learn a lot. “Seriously. I’m not in the mood for alcohol tonight.”

They exchange looks.

“She thinks she might be pregnant,” Marlowe tells them, and I gape at him.

“Pregnant?” Tanner’s voice is strange, and if it weren’t for my hat, I’d have no way of knowing why. The tongue whips out to taste the air, unfurling from the seam between the brim and the cone. Tender. Frustrated. A little bit angry, too. Angry with who though? Me, himself, the other guys?

“Kate.” Brooks is somehow annoyed with me, the eyes on his hat sliding around the cone so that he can literally look at me with eyes on the back of his head. Wow. He’s going to be a super shitty dad one day. No child would ever get away with anything.

“I never said that,” I breathe, wanting to choke Marlowe. “What is your problem?”

“That’s what you told me in the bathroom,” he retorts, but I don’t believe for a second that he misinterpreted me. He’s trying to get a rise out of me.

“I told you that I didn’t want to be pregnant. And that I wanted a contraceptive spell. Tanner said that he’d make one for me. We just didn’t get around to it last night.” Now I see where this is going and sigh. “We should probably use protection until—”

Tanner is chuckling.

“No fucking way. We’re not going to do that. I’ve had your bare pussy, and I’m not going backward.” He pulls a vial from his discarded pants pocket, passing it over to me. “Drink. I did get around to it last night. It’s an easy one.”

I down the vial, and then take a drink of the liquor that he passes to me. It’s sweet, mild, very much like sake but with a strong honey-and-floral aftertaste. My head spins, and my hat convulses on my head in a way that gives me the chills.

“Surely we can take the hats off while we’re in the tub?” I ask them, reaching up to pull mine off and nicking myself on one of its teeth. Brooks turns, his hat’s eyes sliding back into place as he faces me. I lift a brow. He pinches all six red eyes in response.

“I appreciate you asking first.” With a sigh, Brooks waves his hand. “Fine, but just while we’re in the water.”

“Thank you,” I say primly, pulling the hat off against its will. It suctions to my head, like the mouth is once again on the inside of the cone. Stupid, stubborn witch hat. I peel it away from my scalp and toss it onto the platform. The men do the same, and then it’s like our night is almost normal for a few seconds.

“We can wear them less when we’re not trying to close an interdimensional gate or bind an owl god into another world.” Brooks has very dry humor, I’ve just now realized. But he’s also serious about it.

I pick up the empty glass vial that Tanner gave me, toying around with it like a fidget. Some of the liquid gets on my fingers, and I suck it off without thinking too much about it. Then my neck prickles with heat, and I get that inner sense that comes with being stared at.

My head lifts up to find the three of them looking at me.

“Do you want to know what that liquid is made out of?” Tanner teases, arms casually resting on the wooden platform that surrounds the tub. He’s leaning back, nice and relaxed. His expression is the only thing that’s sharp. “Cum. Specifically, our cum. Collectively.”

I squeeze my fingers around the glass, and I don’t break it against the side of the hot tub and stab him with it. If they had to jerk-off to get my birth control situation handled, then great. Fine.

“Suck those fingers nice and clean,” Marlowe adds, and he’s got a nasty look on his face, too. He freezes the water in his glass for fun, unfreezes it. Freezes it again. He’s even sitting next to Tanner, like he’s forgotten briefly how much he hates him. Brooks is on the other side, arms folded.

Our shadows frolic together in a circle, like the hot tub is the cauldron and they’re the witches casting.

I pour a bit of my sake into the empty vial, place my thumb over the end, and shake it. Then I down the whole thing in a single swallow and Marlowe lets out a sharp hiss. He liked that. I liked it more than I should.

“Honestly can’t even believe I just did that,” I admit, and I’m pleased to see that I’ve gotten a reaction from all three of them. A surprised huff from Marlowe. A smirk from Tanner. A twitch of Brooks’ angry mouth.

The tree limbs overhead rustle in the breeze, reminding me of the drone.

A sex tape would be really bad, I think again, forcing myself past the thought. There’s literally nothing I can do about that right now. If the drone grabbed footage of me and Tanner in the front yard, it’s already too late.

I should’ve asked to track down the owner of the drone; I bet there’s a spell for that.

I decide that it doesn’t hurt to ask.

“Could we have done a spell to track down the owner of that … remote control airplane with the camera?”

Brooks’ lids lower, giving him this exasperated look that’s a lot hotter than it should be.

“Sure. To get it done quick, we’d need to tear off one fingernail each. That’s the sacrifice part of a spell like that. Still want to do it?” He holds up his right hand, showing off the much shorter nails on two of his fingers.

On the two correct fingers. As in, the ones that he might slip inside of me if … I scoot back against the wall and he drops his hand into the water. Overhead, a flock of brightly colored bats swoop, catching mosquitoes. They’re trailing silver glitter as they move, and they’re one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

But … fingernails? The Witchwoods is equal parts beautiful and grotesque. I drop my gaze back down again, unsurprised to catch a look of challenge on Tanner’s face.

“How many dicks do you think you can take at once?” he asks me, and my eyes go wide.

“Uh. I feel like I’ve more than proven myself on that front.” I’m almost offended by the question.

Tanner shakes his head as Marlowe sweeps a hand over his mouth. Brooks raises his eyebrows, like he didn’t expect the question or my response.

“Not one after the other, but at the same time. This taking turns shit needs to be supplemented with something else.”

I splash Tanner in the face, but he just grins at me.

“What? Come on. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. There are perks to this arrangement for you, kitten. I’m trapped with two dicks, but you’re blessed with three.” Tanner moves forward quickly enough that I don’t expect it, putting his arms on either side of me. I can feel his legs tangling with me underwater. He puts one knee on the seat, right between my knees. “Might as well get your best use out of it.”

“If you three fucked each other, that would solve a lot of our problems.” I shrug my shoulders, like I’m unaffected by his wet body rubbing up against mine. I squeeze my thighs around his knee, so that I don’t end up opening them instead.

Not yet.

I’m going to make them work a little bit.

“Never going to happen. Just enjoy this. We have to do it for the spell anyway, so you may as well relax.” Tanner leans in like he might kiss me, gold and black hair dripping wet and sexy over his forehead, covering his bi-colored brow and the piercing glinting in it. I stop him with a hand on his chest, and he runs his tongue over his lip in a way that’s clearly engineered to grab my attention.

“The spell requires an orgy?” I clarify, but it’s Brooks who answers from behind him.

“It requires three athames inside of one chalice.”

“I would love to know where those books and all of these stupid spells came from,” I grumble, and I don’t expect an answer to that either.

“My mentor came into the woods with some of them. Wherever she was from, a few thousand years ago, they believed in this shit. That’s all I know. She taught me everything, and I’m trying to teach Tanner and Marlowe. If you want, I’ll teach you, too.” Brooks appears on my right side, reaching out to … stroke my hair back?

“Yes, please.”

Brooks releases me, staring down from those poison-green eyes of his. They’re not normal human-green, but a gift from the Witchwoods. The bright color contrasts so perfectly with the red and black of his hair, brings out the pink of his lips.

“Did that little bitch Nathan ever fuck you in the ass?” Brooks asks, shocking the hell out of me. I blink back at him, my hands on Tanner’s shoulders. The pair of them exchange a long, searching look.

In the front yard, we almost … Tanner was going to … This feels like a power play.

“Ah, Southwoods. I see. Trying to assert some authority, eh?” Tanner doesn’t sound pleased.

“Only paying you back for the charms you wasted.” Brooks isn’t smiling. “All I need to know is if Kate’s done this before.”

The water stirs on my left, and there’s Marlowe, propping one foot on the bench, arm thrown across his knee.

“Not that it’d matter,” Lo says. “Be honest with us: pencil dick?” His lips twitch like he finds this funny.

“Nathan had a huge cock,” I lie, staring up at Brooks. I don’t need to look at Tanner: I can feel the tension in his body, the carefully curbed rage. He really is trying, Kate. “Massive. But no, he never …”

A slow smile breaks over Brooks’ face.

“Good. I’ll be the first to take that ass then.”

I scoff at him. Ridiculous.

“You think I’ve never pleasured myself there?” I retort, but the reality is that I haven’t done that either. And while Nathan didn’t have a small dick, it was painfully average. These three are painfully above average.

“You were never that kinky before us, and neither was I.” Marlowe climbs out of the water, standing up beside the tub and fisting his already stiff cock with long, wet fingers covered in black ink. He gives it one of those merciless, corkscrew tugs as he stares down at me. “Now. Tell me the truth about Nathan’s dick or I’m going to kill him. Right now. Tonight. How difficult would it be to believe he drowned in one of these hot tubs?”

“He was average,” I retort, feeling both annoyed and turned on at the same time.

Tanner stands up out of the water, his arms on either side of me, hot water sliding down his glistening skin. He hooks an arm around my waist, lifting me off the seat and taking me with him as he turns and perches his bare ass on the edge of the tub. His feet rest on the bench seat in the water, and he puts me right there over his thighs, facing him.

Hi. I want to say it, but the word gets stuck. His mouth twists up on one side, like he can sense it.

“You said you liked assholes,” he whispers in my ear, but only loud enough for me to hear. My skin is gooseflesh and my stomach is a swarm of butterflies. “Looks like your wish is going to be granted.”

“Average?” Marlowe’s fist is in my hair, forcing me to look at him as he holds his dick with the other hand. His eyes are even blacker than the night sky behind his head. “Yeah, that motherfucker is dead—tonight.”

“Compared to you, he was nothing. Does that make you feel better?” I ask, putting one hand on Marlowe’s hip as he steps forward. His wet feet are on the wooden decking beside Tanner’s left thigh, water droplets falling from his hair as he looks down at me.

And then … they just stop. Droplets stay suspended in the air. Marlowe waves his hand through them, knocking them out of the way and letting them spatter. He releases his hold, and everything begins to move normally again.

“Better. I might still kill him though.” He inches forward, turns my head, and guides his salty crown to my lips. I part for him easily, taking him in as deep as I can before reaching up a hand to stop him. Tanner snags my wrists and pins them behind my back. “Don’t worry, Kate. I won’t give you more than you can take.” Marlowe keeps his fist gripped around the base of his cock to start, pushing in until my lips hit his knuckles. Holding himself there. Drawing back out.

I suck in a huge breath when his shaft pops out of my mouth, wiggling my hips and rubbing Tanner’s rigid cock against my pussy. Everything is warm and hot and wet, scalding between us, a little cool on our shoulders from the breeze. I feel big hands circling my waist from behind, Brooks lips gliding against the side of my neck.

Tanner drags me even closer, trapping his dick between my body and his. Marlowe keeps a firm grip on my hair, entering my mouth again and slamming my lips against his knuckles. He moves in and out as I feel Brooks’ finger slicking across my rear opening, teasing me with some sort of viscous lubricant. Probably witch lubricant. Probably spelled to help me take his entire shaft up the ass with little effort.

No wonder he was concerned about â€˜anal in the front yard’. He’s an ass man.

“I’m going to make you want to belong to me, Kate.” Brooks sucks very gently on the side of my neck, but he pushes a huge finger inside of me at the same time. I startle a little, rising up on my knees as he chuckles against my skin. Marlowe is fucking my mouth, Brooks’ free hand is on my hip, and Tanner’s trapped my wrists. I’m not going anywhere.

I don’t want to go anywhere.

Tanner keeps one hand on my wrists and uses the other to reach between us, slotting our bodies together. He then takes the hip that Brooks isn’t holding with his free hand, and the pair of them push me down, impaling me on his desire and his greed.

I can feel how greedy Tanner is for me in the way he slips that arm around my waist, tugging me against him as best he can with my head turned to one side. I’m pressed close to him, my wet pussy wrapped around his body and contracting with excitement. He owns me there, between my legs. But my mouth is owned by Marlowe, and my ass …

Brooks moves the finger inside of me, teasing this narrow wall of flesh between my ass and my pussy. Tanner must be able to feel it, too, but he doesn’t react, kissing along the side of my neck, digging his fingers into my hip. I’m the one who makes the first move, rocking between them both and drawing a heavy, husky breath from Tanner.

“You’re such a good girl for me, kitten,” he murmurs in my ear, sucking on it as Marlowe draws out and traces my mouth with his slick tip. I flick my tongue out, catching pearly pre-cum and swallowing it down. He makes this face at me that says I’ve surprised him—again. That he likes it. That he wants me.

Marlowe releases his fist from his shaft and grabs the back of my head, working himself into the hilt and then drawing out quickly. I gasp and swallow, licking my lips repeatedly and waiting for the next thrust. He does it again. Again. Works his shaft against my tongue.

My hands are suddenly free, and I’m wrapping them around the back of Tanner’s strong neck, holding onto sweat-slicked muscle and fire. His skin is rough in places, scarred and raised and wild. His hands are the worst, rough and possessive as they roam over me. They’re all-consuming, those hands. I want them in my hair. Spreading my thighs. Holding my knees open. Palming my breasts.

A moan escapes me, slipping around Marlowe’s shaft in a husky tenor that causes a reaction in all three men at the same time.

“You feel so damn good, and you smell even better. I can fucking smell from you here, Kate.” Tanner bites down on my shoulder, spreading my cheeks wide for Brooks the way he did in the living room that day. A second finger presses against my ass, but when I try to wriggle away, the three of them hold me in place. Brooks penetrates that tight ring, and I whine at the taut feeling in my belly. I’m stuffed full. I don’t know if I’ll be able to take his dick tonight, not in that hole.

I try to pull back from Marlowe, so that I can talk, but he doesn’t let me go. I draw away, and he steps forward, keeping my lips open wide. Making my jaw burn. But damn, I love the taste of him and the feel of his fingers tangling in my hair.

We’re all glowing again, our creepy shadows twining on the walls in a bacchanalian affair that makes what we’re doing here seem tame. But what even are those reflections? I’m starting to think that they’re just our inner selves, all our devious, secret wants, given true form.

Tanner keeps me spread wide and thrusts up, burying himself deep inside my cunt. Brooks takes my ass with those two massive fingers, fucking me while I suck another man’s dick and entertain a third in my pulsing channel. My thighs are quivering, and my clit feels needy. She wants to be touched so badly, but when I try to drop my hand down, Brooks stops me.

“Not yet.” He puts my hand back on Tanner’s shoulder, and then slips out of my ass, scooting closer to me so that my cheeks are pressed to his hips. I can feel his moist head, just above the frothing bubbles of the tub. He nudges me, circles me, works the tip in and then pulls out. “I’ve been wanting this ass for a while now, Kate. You couldn’t keep me away.”

Brooks pushes in with a grunt, bottoming-out and filling me so completely that it’s hard to take a breath. My stomach muscles contract, and I stop breathing entirely. Marlowe pulls out halfway, yanking on my hair to tilt my face up to him. I can’t even close my lips, mouth parted, expression desperate.

I have never felt anything like this in my entire life.

Their cocks are pinning this strip of sensitive flesh between my two channels, and yet, nothing hurts. Not at all. I knew it. Witch lube. I bet he used magic lube on me. But there’s no way to know if that’s what Brooks did, or if he just warmed me up so good that it feels that way.

Brooks puts a hand on the side of my neck, his lips brushing up against my left ear. I can’t talk, because of Marlowe. Can’t stop moaning because of Tanner.

“Would you just look at that, Kate?” Brooks murmurs, seemingly thrilled by the prospect. He squeezes the plump shape of my cheek with his right hand, smearing extra lube over my skin. “I already own this ass.” He draws back and puts a palm on my spine, pushing me forward and into Tanner so that he has leverage to fuck into me, nice and hard.

The move has the unintended effect of sliding me down Marlowe’s cock, until my lips meet his pelvis. It’s a lot, almost too much, but Marlowe is looking for fast friction so he slides out quick. Pushes back in. Draws nearly all the way out.

“Shit, Kate,” he groans, squeezing the fist that’s wrapped around my hair. “Where the fuck did you learn to deepthroat like that?” The water in the tub rises around us, a wave in slow-motion curling out of the tub. The ferns tucked into the mossy landscape have sprouted strange flowers and are straining toward us.

The decorative flaming torches around the edges? The ones used to repel mosquitoes? They each have the bloodred center of a molten star, pulsing and roaring ten times higher than their flames should ever reach. And the wind? There’s a beautiful song on the wind, one that whispers over my skin and makes me moan so fiercely and so deeply that all three men moan right along with me.

My hand cups Marlowe’s balls while the other remains threaded into Tanner’s beautiful hair. He kisses my cheek, my jaw, as if there isn’t another man’s cock in my mouth. He’s right. This is the bonus I get out of our unfated meeting.

Three domineering but very attentive witch husbands.

Fuck yes.

Marlowe comes hard, moaning and cursing and gripping my head as I swallow convulsively, trying to take him all down. He doesn’t pull out until I start panting for breath, letting his dick bob in the air between us. Marlowe takes it in his hand and gives it a squeeze, working more white liquid from the tip. When he rocks his hips forward again, I open my lips and suck on him until he’s clean.

“Goddamn. I felt that in my fucking pelvis.” He slaps at his taut lower abs, just below his belly button, just above his freshly sucked cock. Our eyes are on one another as I lick my lips. Lo squats down suddenly, surprising me.

He takes my chin and then kisses all of that sweet salt and musk from my lips. Cleaning my tongue with his own. My teeth.

“My happy accident,” he murmurs with a thread of affection buried in his prickly thorn personality. “You’re such a good girl.” He caresses my cheek and then slips into the water, leaving me sandwiched between Tanner and Brooks.

That slow wave of water, it sloshes quickly forward, washing across the deck and soaking into the mossy flowerbed. Tanner’s song though, I can still feel it in the wind, like he’s humming to me, calling across the Witchwoods.

There’s a brief sliver of my brain that wonders what it would be like to live with them there, in a place with no rules. A quiet place with great slumbering magic. It shouldn’t be tempting, but it is somehow. I could be happy there … if they were with me.

Um. What the hell Kate?

It’s the sex talking. A person should never make big decisions during or after mind-blowing sex. It scrambles the brain. I had no idea I’d ever be into something like this. It’s … I love it. Am I going to be embarrassed tomorrow? I’m not sure.

Tanner’s lips are on mine now, claiming me from Marlowe, luring me back down and into him. He makes Brooks blur a little at the edges, but I have a feeling that it’s something that’s allowed to happen. Brooks could resist, but he isn’t going to—a choice.

Makes me like him more until I realize that maybe he’s going to want to go all night like we did the other day.

Tanner swirls the air around us, drawing my hair and his up in a warm breeze. The effect is impressive, and I run my fingers through his hair, noticing how the wind isn’t affecting anything but us. Not the ferns. Not the trees.

The sigil on his chest is glowing, his ink flowing across his skin. My hands wind around his neck, and his eyes narrow in challenge when I squeeze just a little.

“You really want to play around with me, kitten?” he asks, and I nod, leaning down to lick the side of his jaw. He grits his teeth as I do it, like he doesn’t know what to do with the sudden affection. I kiss him, lips moving from his ear to his mouth. Covering it. Taking him.

I only bite him once, just to leave my mark.

Tanner tilts his head back as I lift up on my knees, rubbing my thumbs along the length of his jaw. Brooks is still behind me, his hands on my hips, letting me be the one who moves for a second.

“I want to play,” I tell Tanner, and I cannot even fucking believe I just said that. My cheeks flush, but I’m committed to this. Yes, I am going to be embarrassed in the morning. “You tricked me into a magic contract. I do deserve this.”

“Sure.” He’s smiling at me, a little more relaxed. “Didn’t I tell you? So fuck us then. Go on, Kate.” That makes me laugh, especially when he wraps an arm around my waist and buries his face in the side of my neck. “You weren’t intimidated by us from moment one. It’s easy to like you.”

That’s what Tanner says to me. That. Right before he steals me away from Brooks, rolls me onto my back, and takes me so hard that my head spins. I see him above me, framed by redwood tree boughs and glowing bats. Limned by the moon.

And it feels good, too. So good. I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop.

He kisses me, and I kiss back, and he takes his time with me there on the wood deck. I’m the first to come, and he helps me through it. Tanner watches me come on him, biting his lower lip, fighting my tight muscles with his hips.

“Shit,” he whispers after, and then it’s easy for him to find an explosive orgasm, holding onto me tight and then collapsing onto his forearms with another curse. “Fucking goddamn, Kate. Goddamn.” Tanner kisses me several times on the mouth, and then he sits up, slumping down to sit beside me.

Brooks takes hold of my ankles and quickly drags me across the platform, tugging me into his arms.

I can see by his expression that I was right.

He allowed himself to be last because then he could justify being the longest.

“Do they know how terrible you are?” I ask him, and he smiles at me, like he’s really a good boy with old-fashioned morals. Should I tell him that good boys don’t spit cum into their wife’s mouth? Good boys don’t cast dark spells while covered in blood.

Marlowe was definitely the best choice among these three men to find me in the woods. I have a feeling that he was far nicer than Tanner or Brooks would ever be.

“Tanner guessed when I broke his leg to keep him in the Witchwoods.” Brooks doesn’t smile when he says that, like he knows it’s a big deal but would do it all over again anyway. “But you don’t have to worry about that now.” His mouth quirks, and he turns me around again, putting the head of his cock at my ass. I want him in my pussy, but I have a feeling that if I tell him that, he’ll do the opposite. I hold my breath. “Sorry, Kate. But I want this.” He presses a kiss to the side of my neck. “I need to be the first man to dirty this hole.”

He pushes inside of me, bottoms-out again. I moan and wiggle against the side of the tub, seeking friction for my clit. My pussy feels empty, and I wish I still had something to hold onto. It’s like torture.

Brooks loves that. He can tell how much I want to get off, and he’s having a very good time denying me.

“I’ll make you come again, Kate. Relax. You’re just going to have to wait.” Brooks puts his hand on my lower back to brace himself, and then he goes hard, slamming me against the side of the tub. My fingers are braced on the wood deck, pushing against the pressure from Brook’s palm.

It’s a silent war, him pushing down and me pushing up.

The only leverage I have is the leverage he’s giving me, and we both know it. I’m going to get so good at magic that I could strangle him with a fern frond. I swear it.

“You didn’t want me,” I gasp out, looking over my shoulder, my braid coiled on the deck beside me. Taunting him. Wanting him to tell me he likes me again because I’m as greedy as these men. Just as greedy.

“Don’t you fucking tell me what I do or don’t want.” Brooks spanks my ass, and I groan, turning away and letting my head hang. My breasts sway back and forth with every thrust.

I catch sight of a plant near the fence, twining up a small trellis. I imagine it unfurling and winding around Brooks’ neck.

It does.

But it’s slow at first, green vines slithering over the wooden deck, up his right arm, around his throat in glittering emerald strands. I grin, but it doesn’t last.

Brooks reaches down to his neck with his right hand, tears through the vines with his finger and then lifts the nest of green as it falls. He puts it on his head and it looks like a crown of thorns, shadow antlers sprouting above.

He reaches out and turns my head, making me face away from him.

“Don’t hurt your neck,” he murmurs, but I’m not fooled. We both know why he did it.

He grabs my hair and gives it a tug. It’s an effort not to moan the way I want to. The only thing that separates us from a bunch of other people is a single wood wall with no roof. Doesn’t stop him from groaning. He does it as he wants, shamelessly.

“Brooks, don’t make … sounds,” I murmur, but it’s too late. He comes hard, and he has no shame in letting me know how good that feels with the noises he makes.

I’m equal parts embarrassed and turned-on by it all.

I love his moans, but I don’t want anyone else to hear them.

They’re mine.

“Come here, North,” he grumbles, tucking me closer but leaving his cock in my ass. Brooks slides his hand down the front of me, plunging two fingers inside my wet pussy. I gasp and grind rapidly against his hand, seeking friction. Seeking climax. “There you go. Yes, Kate. Just like that.”

The sensation sweeps over me for a second time that night as Brooks finishes me and then pulls out, leaving me embarrassed almost immediately. He’s going to leak out of me differently from back there, isn’t he? I can feel it as I turn and sit on the edge of the tub, still blushing.

I can’t get back in the water now … can I?

“Come here.” Marlowe snags me by the wrist and tugs me into the water, passing me the rest of my drink. I take it and down the sweet liquid, sighing as I hand it back.

That … was an awesome fucking experience.

I’ll get plenty of chances to repeat today, won’t I?

I look at the men in the tub with me, all watching me before they turn to each other and start signing. I’m not even mad about it. I’m sure they’re signing about me, but in a good way. It couldn’t be bad after that, could it?

“Next time, let’s do that when there’s no spell,” I tell them, and then I’m yawning and struggling to keep it back. I had the best time, but my body wants to go to sleep. What did we need to get from this place again? Some jars of water? “I’m so tired,” I murmur, sinking deeper into the tub and planting my elbows on the deck beside it. With my head resting on them, I could very well pass out right now.

“That spell we gave you? It’s a sleep spell, too. Remember.” Tanner puts his arms on the tub next to me, mirroring my position. He stares at me from silver-blue eyes, scraping his teeth across his swollen lower lip. I can see the marks I left in his tender flesh. “If you sleep in too late, I might have to wake you up with a fuck.”

“Please do.” My eyes are sliding closed when a question occurs to me. I’m groggy and loose-limbed and apparently also loose-lipped. I know these guys will hunt me down, follow me to the ends of the earth. But would they also let me go? I think of that analogy, the one about loving something and setting it free. What’s the rule? If it comes back, you keep it? The idea of setting something free makes me think about birds. “If I flew away, would you let me go?” My words are so soft, I’m not sure that any of the men will hear them.

“Kitten, I’m really good with birds.” Tanner’s words are the last thing to hit me before the sleeping spell does.
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Tanner

My eyes open to the diffused dark of our bedroom, and I turn my head, spotting Kate.

She’s half-slumped and droopy, seated beside me like she’s trying to dig her way out of a deep sleep. Her messy braid is hanging over one shoulder, that string of plastic star lights casting her pretty face in a dull yellow glow. On the wall, her shadow arches its back and yawns.

Nightmare? Is that why Kate’s awake? Dunno. All I know is why I am awake.

Because I’m attuned to Kate’s every breath.

The slightest rustle of the sheets. Her barely-there yawn. Even seemingly insignificant details are important. The way she scratches at her temple with lazy fingers. The heavy droop of her lids.

I’m a hunter with precious quarry; I see it all.

“You okay there, kitten?” I ask, unable to stop myself from using that fucking nickname. Not even sure where it came from. I guess it was the only name that popped into my mind when I searched for one I’d never used before. Something I hadn’t called any other woman—ever.

I’m trying my best here.

I want to give Kate some of my firsts. Thought that might be difficult in the beginning, but it’s really not. I work my jaw and close my eyes, hissing out a low breath. For as big a whore as I was, what could possibly be left? That was my initial thought.

Now, I see I’m missing all kinds of firsts. Emotions and romance and connection. For once, I want to stick around to see what happens after. I want to bear witness to Kate’s life. Oh, fuck, I can’t believe she got a rise out of me like that.

I open my eyes to see that she’s still sitting there, swaying a bit, like she might go right back to sleep.

“Kate.” I sit up beside her and wave my hand in front of her face. The dog perks up at the end of the bed, ears as erect as the ones on the hat I’m not wearing. It’s sitting on the dresser across the room, wolf ears pricked.

Kate isn’t answering me. No surprise. That potion she drank is powerful. If only I knew some way to brew that contraception spell without also turning it into a sleeping spell.

I try to push her back down to the pillows, but she lifts a hand, placing it over one of mine.

“Water,” Kate mumbles, crawling out of bed. I let her move away, but I certainly don’t let her go.

I could have Marlowe fill the empty glass on the bedside table with water. Hell, maybe I could fill the glass without him? I’m getting good with fire, but shit, I don’t know that I should mess around with water. Fucking Marlowe.

I make sure not to jostle him or Brooks as I help Kate out of bed. Snatch my hat up. Put it on. Sounds trickle to me, things I’d never hear without it. The sound of Witchwood mice in the attic. The tick of the second hand on the grandfather clock downstairs. The creak of the old Victorian house, and the whisper of the wind in the trees.

Kate pads ahead of me, yawning and stretching one arm above her head, the other thrown horizontally across her lower back. I stay right there with her, aware that nowhere is truly safe right now.

I can feel it, the sensation of being stalked, like we’re being watched from the corner of my eye. Goddamn Hag Wytch. Everytime I think I’ve got her, like maybe she’s right there and I could put an arrow through her eye, she leaves, like she’s fleeing.

We’re both hunters and we’re both prey, me and that ancient owl.

Not a very comforting thought, not when I’m trying to protect someone as sweet and innocent as Katelynn Poppy. This woman is a gentle soul, and I’m not interested in seeing what happens when that innocence is shattered.

Somehow, she survived what Marlowe did to her. She survived the woods. She’s resilient and kind and compassionate. We cannot let the Hag break her or this coven. It was this close before. Brooks is alive only through some sort of pussy-fucked miracle.

Ebon caws, landing on my shoulder and giving me a look.

“Yeah, I don’t think Kate is up for a visit from you right now,” I tell the crow, stroking her feathers as I round the corner into the kitchen a single step behind Kate. The dog is with us, raising his hackles at the same time I raise mine. The cat arches her back on the top of the refrigerator, letting out a vicious hiss, tail fluffed.

The Hag Wytch is in the window, but her shadow is much clearer tonight. Sharp. Hungry.

Ravenous.

She looms over Kate as I step forward, wrapping an arm around my wife’s waist and leaning down. I park my chin on Kate’s shoulder, and I hope my gaze matches the predatory glint in the Hag’s eyes. We stare at one another, unblinking.

Behind the owl’s reflection, on the wooden deck, there’s nothing but empty space.

Still just a reflection, but … closer, like something creeping.

A slithering from one reality to the next, forcing the gate wide like a knife reopening a wound. Like a break-in. Like an assault.

“Brooks, are you in here with me?” the Hag whispers, leaning down in such a way that if she were in this world with us, her forehead would be pressed to the glass. Long lashes flutter over those massive blue eyes, her breath frosting the door as her human lips turn up at the edges in a smile, flashing blunt enamel and scraps of decaying flesh wedged between them.

I’ve never seen the Hag Wytch smile before, and I hope to God that I never see it again.

Using Brooks’ dead sister’s words to taunt us? Wish I could say we’ve never experienced that before. I’m just happy he isn’t awake to hear it.

“Hey, I’m over here!” A man’s deep voice, sung from the Hag’s lips next. “Let’s meet up.”

“I’m so fucking lonely. I want her to kill me.” A woman’s words, quivering and laced with fear.

The Hag runs through the final words of her victims. Some of them innocuous, like they never saw it coming. Others …

“This isn’t real,” the Hag continues in a garbled scream. “No, no, it is real!”

It’s gruesome, the way she chokes those words off, like she’s swallowing something.

“I can’t—” A gasp and a wet sputter, like a person choking on blood.

And then, the worst.

The Hag Wytch laughs hysterically, the sound cutting off in another moist gargle.

My skin crawls, and my teeth clench. My shadow swirls around me and Kate, like a protective shield against the outside world. All I want is a safe space to land, a coven to call home. Kate deserves all of that. It’s owed to her.

“Mm.” Kate is swaying, and her knees give out, like she was never really awake at all. Part sleeping spell, part influence from the Hag? I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. This is worst-case fucking scenario, this monster trying to talk to my wife.

Which is pretty much a perfect reason for why she isn’t taking even a single step away from me.

Not until we deal with this.

If Kate thought I was a stalker before, she ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

Since when do you stop and have conversations with us, huh old bird? I wonder, and the wild god tilts her head to the side, like she can hear my thoughts. Her beak opens and maggots fall out, spattering on the wet wood planks below.

Real maggots. As big as my thumb. Fat and white and crawling.

My blood chills as I redirect Kate to a chair, moving over to the sliding door and throwing it wide.

There’s nothing but maggots in the rain, my breath fogging hot in the cold dark, fingers curled around the jamb. I register that Brooks and Marlowe are on their way downstairs, turning just in time to see them enter the kitchen.

What the fuck is going on down here? Brooks signs at me, but I don’t move and he doesn’t press. Asshole that he is, he also trusts my judgment.

My gaze returns to the fog-drenched backyard.

I’m searching the trees for any sign of the Hag, a direction that I could follow, some way we could give chase. Because if you are the one chasing, and the other party is fleeing, that means you’re still in control.

It’s when the Hag Wytch doesn’t run that we’re in real trouble.

I turn around to find Marlowe wadding up a hoodie and putting it under Kate’s floppy head. She’s completely out, and I wonder if she’ll even remember this in the morning. Those sleeping potions are strong enough to knock me out and make me forget the evening. And if the Hag was singing to Kate the way she sang to her friends? That why she got up?

Was she going to walk out this door? Marlowe signs, pointing at it. He’s breathing hard, lips parted, eyes wide. Was she? He swings that inked finger over to indicate Kate.

I handled it, I sign back at him, lazy and slow. Lo grits his teeth like he’s mad at me. Rare is the moment when I challenge him on anything. I suppose it’s my way of trying to make it right, dragging him into the Witchwoods and all that. But at some point, I’m just done with it.

When it comes to Kate, I’ll give no grace.

Then it occurs to me that we’re signing when we could be talking. The Hag isn’t in this world, and we can talk. But if we don’t fix this, we’ll have to go right back to long silences and precarious survival. I don’t want Kate to live that life.

Brooks must come to a similar conclusion because he drops his hands and shatters the quiet of the kitchen with cool reproach.

“Are you assuming that one of us wouldn’t have come down the stairs if you hadn’t?” Brooks’ question is probably best left unanswered. I don’t want to get into it. There’s a reason I haven’t said anything since we got back from the Witchwoods, but also a reason I won’t let Kate be anywhere but right fucking next to me.

They hesitated to follow her into that tree.

I did not.

But why?

Ah, shit. It’s as if we’ve all realized at the same time that we want Kate for ourselves. This is the continued curse of the Witchwoods: to find your person and have to share. Three men that want a wife. One Kate.

It’s harder than I thought it’d be.

I turn back to the door, spotting a single forest spirit crouching on a tree branch and staring back at me from the leaf that makes up its face. It points at the lawn with a single twig-like finger.

I drop my gaze down, to the spot where we buried the northernmost deer heart.

No fresh holes in the grass. Must still be there. I’ll send Marlowe out to check the others. If those hearts are uneaten and buried, we’re okay. We’ll continue to be okay until we get that corpse and cast that binding spell.

“She’s coming!” the forest spirit calls out suddenly, but that’s not unusual. That’s pretty much what they’re always saying. No clue what they really are or how they came to be in the Witchwoods because I’ve never been able to hold an actual conversation with one.

Not with the Hag Wytch either.

I look back at the other men, running my tongue over my teeth in thought. Ebon caws softly, Flick settles down at my feet, and the cat curls back into a ball on the top of the fridge, a cluster of frilled purple mushrooms as a backdrop.

The night is quiet but for the whirring sound of the refrigerator, innocuous and safe.

It’s all a lie.

Kate isn’t safe. We’re not safe.

We have to seal that fucking gate. If we can do it from this side, great. If not …

I actually laugh, scrubbing a hand over my mouth.

If not, we’ll have to cross over again.

“Now.” Brooks folds his arms, hair sleep-mussed but expression hard. “What happened?”

Marlowe slumps into the chair beside Kate, hand hovering over her hair, like he wants to touch her but isn’t sure if he should. I watch him clench his jaw, watch his eyes flick to mine. While I stare back at him, he runs his fingers over our North’s scalp—lovingly.

Lovingly. My lip curls, but I don’t say anything. I can play nice. I can watch Kate fall in love with Marlowe. Fall in love with Brooks. Ask me to fall in love with her, and then I—

Yeah, I … I fucked that all up. Am fucking it up. Continuing to fuck it up.

“Hag sighting. Kate cannot be alone. She can’t be given any space. It’s not just her body at risk: it’s her entire goddamn soul.” I’m frustrated. Don’t try to hide it either.

Marlowe knows he screwed up, letting Kate fall through the hole in the Witch’s Tree.

He’s the first to break my gaze, turning to stare at the cabinets with his fingers still tangled in Kate’s hair.

I redirect my attention to Brooks.

“The Hag Wytch was here, stringing sentences together, like she was trying to talk to Kate.” I look back out at the deck, moving forward to pick up one of the maggots. With a curl of my lip, I squeeze my hand and crush it in my fist.

This Hag Wytch problem is our problem. If the world died, I’m not sure if I’d care. But if something happened to our North?

I wasn’t messing around when I told Kate that she’s the best person I’ve ever met. And I’ve met a lot. Slept with a lot. Wasted my time with people who didn’t matter.

This woman matters to me.

Also … I can’t touch her with a dead grub’s guts on my palm. Look at me. What was I thinking?

I wash my hands, walk over to the table, and then heft Kate into my arms.

Neither of the men stop me, but I pause to meet Brooks’ eyes before I take Kate back upstairs.

“Tell me exactly what the Hag said,” he breathes, and all the candles in the room flick to life, flames crackling as Brooks narrows his eyes at me.

The sink overflows, water spilling onto the floor, and the cookbooks on the counter rustle in a breeze. The light above the kitchen table swings back and forth, changing the shape of the flame-cast shadows.

Our monsters, those silhouetted reflections of us, are all crouched and waiting. Hungry for violence in a way I’ve never felt before. It’s one thing to hunt for food. It’s another altogether to defend what I care for most.

I had nothing in life before. Nothing in the woods. Now I have it all in Kate.

I nod once at Brooks, and he blinks back at me.

“Every single word,” he adds, turning and holding out a hand. “Verbatim.” He waves his hand, summoning a yellow legal pad and a pen to write with. It floats behind him, already scribbling.

Brooks and Marlowe follow me up the stairs, a dark procession of shadows and magic.

We’re three men with a shared problem: how do we deal with a woman we never expected to find?

We’re also four witches with an ultimatum: how do we deal with a forest god that can’t die?

Eh, like I said, survival is a bitch.

To Be Continued…


Excerpt of ‘The Witchwood Boys Did Me Dirty’

Chapter One

Kate

My eyelids are heavy when I try to pry them apart, but the urge to wake up 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 behind me, palms on either side of my shoulders. He’s pounding into me from behind, and much closer to a climax than I am. With a shudder and a curse, he grabs onto my shoulder to hold himself in place and comes so hard that I almost go right over the edge with him.

“Good morning, Kate,” he tells me, leaning over and giving me a kiss on the lips. I’m still half-asleep, but my ass is already up and pushing back against Tanner’s hips. He makes a satisfied sound, keeping his dick seated inside of me as he reaches around and uses the mixed liquid from our bodies as lube.

I bite into my pillow as Tanner rocks and rolls his hips, working his fingers against me as he bites gently onto the side of my neck. His stubble rubs against 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 push back hard against him, and he drags his hips against my ass, holding his pelvis tight against me. He murmurs encouragement to me 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 fucking perfect wrapped around me like that.”
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A ruthless young mafia don takes one woman and two men for himself.
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Make the most unattainable star yours in one year or you both die. 
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A clumsy angel girl must resurrect the dead in order to save her lovers. 
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