

They tricked me into a dark and unholy union.

Three bastards in witch hats, leather pants, and iron masks.

These supernatural stalkers have claimed me for their coven.

They won’t go away. These assholes will. not. leave.

All because I fell for an urban legend:

Touch the Witch’s Tree on a moonless night and discover magic.

Wholesome magic like: kinky rituals, blood sacrifice, and jizz potions.

Oh, and a forest god who eats people—while they’re still alive and screaming.

Send help, and I’ll send cupcakes.

The Witchwood Boys Are Trending is a reverse harem/why choose romance (meaning one woman with three men). It’s a unique blend of cozy urban fantasy and dark horror, and while it starts spicy, it gets much, much spicier. Inside, you’ll find forced proximity tropes, grumpy-sunshine dynamics, and a main character with a banana slug tattoo.
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Dedication

to my fellow kinky weird girls.

I gift you bats and cats and magic and three dominant witch men.

(who also bake cumcakes—I said what I said)

this one’s for you, fam.
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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

Greetings, dear reader!

Wait for it ... slice-of-life cozy witch horror reverse harem dark romance.

This is not a game of Cards Against Humanity; it’s the genre of this book. Sort of. I’m not really sure what this is, but it’s fucking awesome. And it’s smutty. There’s a lot of magic. The guys (all three of them) are jerks. Sometimes the characters bake pumpkin bread.

The main character and I have the same name:

Caitlin (me)

Katelynn (the female character who I want to live vicariously through)

Have fun, and I’ll see you later.

Love, Caitlin (not the main character, but the other one)

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

Here’s what to expect in this series:

-a strong female character with lots of personal growth (who’s also kinky)

-jealous OTT (over-the-top) possessive asshole male love interests with arcane tattoos and sentient witch hats

-magic and potions and weird spells

-high spice scenes that don’t shy away from anything (for real, this story is smutty AF)

-on-screen gore and giant owl monsters who eat people

-a border collie mix named Flick who doesn’t die at the end (books are better with dogs in them)

-rainy days, snuggles, and baking

-cupcakes made with very unusual ingredients (ahem, jizz)

-Victorian houses, black cats that bite, and consecrated brooms

-strong female friendships

-influencers and YouTubers screwing things up and then being unalived

-a really fucking awesome story with a satisfying ending in the final book
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Brooks

“Pussy, of course. What the fuck sort of answer were you expecting?” Tanner laughs as he unrolls the bloody skin on the wooden surface of our dining table. My lips twitch in annoyance, but where else is he supposed to do his work?

Going outside at night is a death sentence.

“That’s what you miss the most about home?” I repeat, trying not to let my judgment show in my words. Tanner will notice, and it’ll start a fight. I’ve got better things to do than put the other two men in my coven in their places. “Sex?”

Tanner flicks his tongue against the corner of his mouth, lifting blue-gray eyes to mine. He isn’t smiling anymore; I never smile. We’re on the same page then.

“That’s not what you asked, Brooks.” He grabs his fleshing knife with both hands, putting the silver blade against the meaty hide in front of him. “And that’s not what I meant. You asked us what was the hardest thing to give up. I answered honestly. Didn’t say I was proud of it.” He pauses, and that easy smile of his clicks back on. “I’ve done my fair share of whoring around. All I want now is a woman to call my own.”

The scrape of his metal blade is loud in the quiet of the cottage.

Outside, something screams. Not unusual. These woods are always screaming.

“Would you shut the hell up?” Marlowe doesn’t look up from his task, grinding the bone of some nightwalking monster against a stone. His leather-clad knees are splayed around it, the black, pointed hat on his head dripping with wooden charms, tiny potion bottles, and teeth. Glowing mushrooms sprout from the brim, causing the hat to sag on one side. “I don’t want to hear your fairy-tale shit tonight.”

Tanner shoves the knife ruthlessly against the hide, spattering blood on his face. He smirks with scarred lips as he slides his gaze over to Marlowe, and I narrow my eyes at them both. Better things to do, remember?

“I’ll give her everything I have. My heart, my soul, my body.” He pauses, releasing the fleshing knife with one hand to squeeze the front of his leather pants. “My dick. It’s all hers, this future woman of mine.” The wolf ears on Tanner’s hat prick up in challenge. “I’ll find myself a wife. Most difficult game I’ve ever stalked, but I haven’t failed a hunt yet.”

Marlowe sneers in disgust.

I’m even less amused.

“You’ll never find love in these tainted woods.” It’s a statement of fact, but it comes out sounding like a command. I wasn’t such a hard-edged dick before I came here, swear to God. I worked two jobs. Drove a blue Chevy pickup. Played baseball.

A scoff slips past my lips as I rub a hand over my mouth.

I stand up from the overstuffed armchair by the fire, casting a horrible shadow on the ceiling. My dark silhouette has antlers that stretch across the curved walls of the room like an unwanted embrace.

“How the fuck do you know that?” Tanner responds with a quirk of his lips. The rhythmic scrape of his fleshing knife resumes as he cleans the hide of an animal that doesn’t exist outside of this place. “The next person we run into will be the love of my life. That, or I’ll let 'im go. I can promise you that.”

I step closer to the fire, using a wooden spoon to check the mixture that’s bubbling in the cauldron. The lid of another pot clatters as the stew inside overheats and boils over. With a flick of my fingers, I calm the flame underneath it.

“The love of your life? There’s not even anybody around to fuck.” Marlowe—Lo—examines the bone shard, testing the sharpness by pressing it against a finger and drawing blood.

“Aww, look at that,” Tanner teases, snorting and startling the six-eyed crow that he keeps as a pet. “Loverboy over here pretending like he knows anything at all about casual sex.”

Marlowe’s jaw clenches and violence bubbles in time with the liquid in the cauldron.

“That’s enough.” This time, my words are most definitely a command. I use the knife from my belt to slit my palm. No hesitation. No flinching. Holding my hand over the cauldron, I squeeze it into a tight fist, dribbling blood into the mixture. “Get over here. This spell won’t cast itself.”

I clean the wound with a cloth and then smear a minty salve across the angry red line as the boys join me around the cauldron. They cut their own palms, add their own blood. We stare at each other in silence, hat brims low, fire crackling in the hearth. I’m not the only one who hates this shit. Tanner’s right: if we had a woman as our North, life would be so much easier.

In unison, we spit in our palms, shove our pants down and grip our cocks.

Three straight male witches jerking off in a fairy-tale cottage.

A woman really would change my world for the better. My gaze drops to the cauldron as that horrible idea sticks in my skull like cobwebs. Damn Tanner for putting that in my head. I graze a thumb across my pierced crown, smearing pre-ejac over my achy skin. A shiver pricks my spine, like claws.

Oh yes, I’m thinking about it now. Really thinking about it.

Strong, sure jerks of my fist. Up and down. Fantasizing about a possible, future her.

My cock twitches in my hand, and I finish inside the cauldron. My teeth are clenched tight, a muscle in my jaw ticking. Tanner is already done, but Marlowe takes his sweet time like he always does.

Our combined cum changes the brew from purple to red. I watch it roil as a bead of sweat slides down my nose and hits my lips.

I lick it off with a cranky swirl of tongue. We’re not lucky enough to snag a North and a wife in the same person. It’ll never happen. Those are fetishes not worth entertaining. Useless distractions. A waste of time.

“You don’t give a shit who our North is, do you?” Lo growls at me, like he’d enjoy taking the arrowhead he just made to Tanner’s throat. But he can’t. Whether he likes us or not—and he doesn’t—we’re stuck with each other.

“Of course not,” I lie, shrugging and pulling my pants back up. I do care. I’m just not willing to suffer in these woods for want of a better opportunity.

“The next person who sticks their hand in that godforsaken tree better be a woman of marriageable age,” Tanner says, like a threat. He prowls back to the table. Stares at the now meatless hide. Tosses it over his shoulder like the barbarian that he is. He runs bloodied fingers through his hair. “Doesn’t matter to me who she is, I’m all in.”

“How romantic.” Marlowe reaches up to adjust his hat, scowling as Tanner only just then remembers to fix his pants. A bat-winged shadow curls in on itself on the wall behind Lo, like a bitchy gargoyle. “Why don’t you tell her that she’s your woman by virtue of having a pussy? I’m sure that’ll charm her pants right off.”

“You think there’s something wrong with that?” Tanner asks finally, putting both palms on the surface of the wooden table and leaning down. Bloody face dark but eyes bright. His shadow splits in half on the wall behind him, a tail on either side of his silhouette. “Committing myself to a woman after we make vows to one another?”

“We made vows to one another, and I don’t see you romancing me.” Marlowe grabs his iron mask from the counter while Tanner laughs. Guarantee that Lo finds nothing funny about any of this. “Fuck off, Tanner. If I see a North wandering around, I’ll bind him. Whatever it takes. Whoever it is.”

His eyes meet mine as he slips the mask over his nose and mouth, using the chains around his ears to keep it in place. Before putting his gloves on, he uses sign language to communicate with me. It’s essential here, the ability to talk without speaking a single word aloud.

“Whoever it is,” Marlowe repeats with hard, rough movements of his inked hands.

Liar.

He heads up the stairs and disappears out the front door.

“With our luck, I bet the next North that comes around is an old man who pisses his pants during his first Hag sighting.” Tanner lifts the corner of his lip, a single white fang catching the light from the fire. His crow flutters down from its perch on a boar head that’s mounted to the wall, landing on the back of his chair. “I’m warning you, Brooks: I’d rather stay here than compromise.”

I swirl my hand over the liquid in the cauldron, and the steam dances with the motion. I coax the red miasma into a shape, building a rose, watching it die, letting it turn to ash. With another flick of my fingers, it sucks back into the cauldron and joins the brew.

I spit into it, and it turns gold. Done.

“If our North is an elderly man,” I begin, thinking over the spell options in the grimoires that line our shelves, “then it’ll take weeks to get out of here.”

Weeks in the Witchwoods means years back home.

It doesn’t matter to me—I’ve been trapped here for so long that everyone I know and love is dead. For me, it’s been just over two years. For the family and friends I left behind, it’s been seventy.

Tanner’s boots are loud as he moves into the foyer, snagging his own iron mask from an ivory hook. The hide is still on his right shoulder; his crow settles faithfully on his left.

“If I see a man of any age walking these woods, I’m going to stitch his lips shut and send him home to California.” Tanner cocks an eyebrow as he fixes his mask in place. I believe the bastard when he says that. “I’m finding us a wife,” he signs to me, just before he follows the wooden steps to ground level and slips into the wicked woods beyond the door.

Moving back to the smaller pot, I take a sip of broth from the stew—game meat, purple yams, foraged mushrooms, and wild basil (for luck). I lick my lips as I turn and catch another glimpse of my shadow, wearing the antlers of a forest beast.

No, I don’t care who our North is, but if getting out of the Witchwoods requires dragging a fourth person into this nightmare with us, then I’ll do it regardless of who they are. I’ve done it before.

North. South. East. West.

A smile crooks my lips, and the shadow on the wall opens its mouth to reveal sharp teeth.

“Whatever it takes. Whoever it is.”

I grab another bite of the stew, drop the lid in place, and put my own mask on before venturing out with the rest of my coven. Never leave home without it.

I’ve seen more than one person torn apart by the Hag Wytch, and I’m not keen to be the next one that she eats—while they’re still alive and screaming.
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Kate

“Disappeared?” Georgia Appleby snorts at me, pointing with a pocketknife in my direction. She was using it to peel an apple, but the menacing glint of the blade emphasizes her next point. “That man is stone-cold dead. How many people have disappeared in the Witchwoods in the last seventy years? Four dozen? You think they’re all just missing?”

“I think,” I begin, sitting on the edge of some wooden scaffolding, a paintbrush in hand, “that if all those missing people were dead, there’d be some bodies. Blood. Shell casings. Something.”

Georgia returns to peeling her apple, her little sisters seated at a table at the edge of the yard, selling lemonade. The sun is bright today even if we’re catching a cool sea breeze. The air smells like brine, like the lemons and sugar in the glass at my elbow, like the acrylic latex paint on my brush.

I’m in the process of painting Georgia’s parents’ Victorian home, located on a quiet corner in our sleepy fog-kissed town of redwood trees and endless rocky coasts. Gull Feathers is the name of this particular white paint, my personal recommendation for the primary trim color.

“Want to know what I think?” Fernanda asks, leaning forward, elbows on her knees. She’s rocking a hoodie with her alma mater emblazoned over the front—blue, white, and gold for the University of San Diego. Beside her sits Tacy in Cal Poly Humboldt colors. Georgia is a UC Santa Cruz girl herself.

Me? I stayed in our hometown and developed my brand of blue-collar artistry: Victorian exteriors. Detail repair. A knack for negotiating with the historical society.

“You’re going to tell us what you think whether we like it or not,” Tacy mumbles, gaze fixed on her phone. Her boyfriend is supposed to be here any minute to pick her up, so she’s not really listening. “Get on with it. And stop calling it the Witchwoods. McKay Community Forest is the name. Adding to the hysteria doesn’t help.”

“How am I adding to the hysteria?” Georgia blurts, leaning forward. Apparently, only I care what Fernanda thinks. The other two are more interested in bickering with each other. “Everyone calls it the Witchwoods. If you don’t like it, go door-to-door and ask the whole county to stop. Better yet, Miss Criminal Justice Degree, why don’t you figure out why so many people have gone missing over a local legend? Hmm? If you don’t like the hysteria, solve the mystery. I say there’s a serial killer on the loose.”

“A serial killer who’s been killing since the first documented case in 1955? A serial killer who ignores hikers and mountain bikers, who only kills people who attempt to touch the Witch’s Tree?” Tacy is pissed now, enough to finally look up from her phone. “Does that make any sense?”

“I’m not trying to be rude or anything, but are you okay?” Georgia pauses at a sharp look from Tacy. But only for a second. “Boy trouble? Period cramps?”

Sometimes it’s a good idea to interrupt a tense conversation.

I finish off my lemonade, tuck the glass in the pocket of my overalls, and use the pulley system that I rigged up to swing down to the deck. My work boots hit the wood with a thump, drawing the attention of the other girls.

“My grandma put her hand in the Witch’s Tree once,” I remind them, squatting down beside my backpack and withdrawing my wallet. Damn, I wanted another lemonade. Unfortunately, Georgia’s sisters are charging five bucks a glass. Inflation and all that.

I’ve only got a pair of crinkled ones. Oh well. They take Paypal and Venmo, too. Highway robbery it may be, but I’m thirsty and always down to support the girls’ athletic program at the junior high.

“I was going to say natural disaster—like a sinkhole or something,” Fernanda mumbles, and I smile at her as I stand up, tugging the yellow bandanna off my hair to swab the sweat from my forehead. Detail work is exhausting when you’re as picky as I am about getting everything right. “Or drowning. Cougars. Bears.”

“It’s not a natural disaster,” I insist, tucking the bandanna into one of my many pockets. It’s got banana slugs on it, an ode to the yellow critters that thrive in the Pacific Northwest. I’ve got one tattooed on my right ankle. “The Witchwoods are not populated by serial killers either. People disappear,” I reiterate, giving Georgia a look, “because it works. The legend is true.”

“Alright, I’m done with this conversation,” Tacy mumbles, shoving up to her feet. “Katelynn, you’re supposed to be the rational one.” She lifts her brows at me as her boyfriend’s ratty old van pulls up to the curb. He honks the old VW bus a few times in greeting and then hops out to buy a lemonade.

Changes his mind after the girls tell him the price. I chuckle as Tacy jogs down the front walk, lined with rhododendrons bigger than I am. In pink and red and purple and white. Summer has hit Humboldt County hard, and I’m loving every minute of it.

“The legend does not work,” Georgia argues with a sniff, standing up and adjusting her blue sweatshirt. She tosses long dark hair over one shoulder. “I’ve done it before—on a full moon night. You should know: you were there.”

“You guys did the Witchwoods legend without me?” Fernanda asks, gaping as she stands up, pink hair in a pixie cut. “When? How?”

“Senior year of high school.” I clomp down the front steps of the deck as Tacy gives her boyfriend a dollar so that he’ll have enough to buy an overpriced lemonade. “But it was a full moon night, that’s why I let her do it.” I glance over my shoulder to see my friends looking at me in confusion.

Legend has it that if you hike into the McKay Community Forest on a full moon night, stick your hand in the hole on the old Witch’s Tree—the stump of an old-growth redwood that’s big enough to park a car inside of—you’ll be taken to the Witchwoods, a world that’s neither here nor there. Something in-between. Something magical.

The legend is wrong.

There’s no magic on a moonlit night, but on a moonless one.

“My grandma crossed over, but it wasn’t on a full moon,” I state firmly, turning away as Georgia gapes at me and Fernanda blinks in confusion. I’m not going to tell them that a new moon night, like tonight, is the key to the magic or else Georgia will try to drag us all out to the woods.

It’s my birthday tonight. It’s a new moon. I’m doing this by myself.

Well, with my dog. Flick gets up from his spot in the grass and trots along beside me, bushy tail wagging to celebrate his master’s return to solid ground. I tug my copper braid over one shoulder and readjust my hair tie before it comes loose.

“Kate, you get your ass back here and tell me what you know!” Georgia yells, but I ignore her, pausing by the lemonade stand as Tacy and her boyfriend take off in a spurt of fumes and a sputtering engine. The back of the VW bus is so plastered with stickers that the window is obscured.

“Give me a pink lemonade this time, girls,” I say, scanning the QR code on the table and sending over the money. I drop my phone in the pocket of my paint-splattered denim, jostling brushes as I look up at the early 1900s masterpiece of a house that I’ve been paid to repaint.

A Victorian house has character, detail. It can’t be sprayed one color. It’s an art form, finding the right scheme, whether historically accurate or just aesthetically pleasing. It’s a political trick to get the historical society to agree. That’s what I do.

Six to ten colors, end colors on an inside corner, darkest colors on the bottom. Foggy Bay is the pale blue that I used for the scalloped siding details. Sea-and-Forest is a muted navy with green undertones that I used on the dot accents on the entry gable. Sandy Bottom is for columns and corbels.

Witchwood is the green that I used on the architectural details like the circles, flower shapes, finials, scrolls, and handrails. The paint is locally made, only available here in Eureka.

I smile as I pass over my original lemonade glass for a refill.

“You’re not considering going out there tonight, are you?” Georgia whispers, slinking up to stand beside me. “Is that why you didn’t want to go out for your birthday?”

“I’ll be working here until late,” I remind her, which is true. I want my business to thrive. I want to make a living doing something with my hands, something that incorporates as many of my passions as possible. Humboldt County. Historic homes. Paint and color. Woodworking. “And I know that your mom said she didn’t mind if I left early, but I want to prove myself to her and everybody else.”

Georgia sighs and shakes her head, stealing a glass and filling it with lemonade as her sisters shriek and yell thief so loudly that their mother comes running out onto the porch.

“Fine. But if you don’t show up for breakfast tomorrow, I’ll send the police into the woods to look for you.”

I laugh, but I’m not worried.

My grandma traveled to the Witchwoods and made it back because she followed the rules.

No talking. If you talk, you’re lost to the woods.

That’s how I know that all of those missing people have disappeared for good.
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Kate

It’s well past dusk by the time I leave the Appleby residence. My equipment is packed away and, other than a few touch-ups that’ll be most obvious in the sunlight, I’m done.

I finished another job after several hard, long weeks—and I did it all by myself.

“I should hire an employee or two or three,” I grumble as I open the door to the old work truck, letting Flick in before I climb in after him. He settles on the passenger seat to look out the window as I start the vehicle, sighing as I crank up the heater to stave off the chill.

It’s cold tonight, but that’s summer in the Pacific Northwest for you—especially in a coastal town like Eureka.

Flick and I head back to the house we share in the Cutten neighborhood, the one that I was fortunate enough to inherit from my grandmother. Without her, I would never be able to afford a house like this. Eureka’s housing prices are like the rest of California: even a condemned shack on a postage-stamp lot is astronomically expensive.

I park in the driveway and Flick follows me out the driver’s side door. I’d love to park in the garage, but it’s packed so tightly with boxes that I can’t reach my lawnmower. Hah. The joys of living alone, owning a business, and raising two spoiled pets. There’s always something more that needs doing.

Up the porch steps we go, my boots and Flick’s nails echoing through the quiet, wooded neighborhood. Using the newly installed keypad, I let myself in the front door to find my cat, Stix, draped over the wooden entryway bench like she was waiting for us.

She’d die before she’d ever admit it. Instead, she yawns and focuses on licking her shoulder like the act of grooming is important, urgent business. I offer her a scratch under the chin as I pass, flicking on lights as I go.

The living room carpet is old and threadbare, but this 1908 gem of a house has redwood doors and matching trim, stained-glass windows, original fireplaces, and a turret room on the third floor. Who cares if the wallpaper and the wiring need to be redone? And that carpet? It’s getting ripped out as soon as I have the time. The original wood floors are just waiting underneath for their chance to shine.

I start some tea, placing my inherited tea kettle on my inherited stove in my inherited house. And then I head into the backyard and cross my arms on the railing of the deck. The old trees rustle above me in a breeze as I close my eyes and seriously question my own sanity.

Text Georgia and tell her that you do want to go out tonight. It’s not too late. Or hell, unwrap that bath bomb you’ve been saving, fire up that book you’ve been waiting to read, and soak until you’re pruney.

That doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. I have a ton of half-burned candles stashed in various places around the house. I could fill the bathroom with them, turn it into a paradise of competing scents and cheerful flames. There’s a pack of bones in the freezer for Flick. I’ve already got the tea going.

I curl my hands around the old wood, ignoring the possibility of splinters.

Flick takes off down the steps and across the back lawn, disappearing into the dense shadows in search of some animal or another. Probably a skunk.

“Get your butt back here,” I admonish half-heartedly, still watching the trees and the play of light from my back porch. There are moths everywhere, too many of them maybe, obscuring that little bit of light. It’s dark enough standing here on my own deck.

The woods will be worse.

Flick reappears shortly, panting, fortunately not smelling like skunk, and then he sits down to look at me for long moments, waiting. He’s got one blue eye, one brown. I DNA-tested him, but it came back with a giant stamp that just said mutt. Some blue heeler, some Australian shepherd, a dash of corgi, and a sprinkle of border collie.

He’s smart as hell. Smarter than me, it seems.

Heading into the woods alone, particularly on a night with no moon ... that’s not normal behavior for anyone that isn’t up to some serious bullshit. It’s my birthday, and I want to celebrate it by hiking into the forest and sticking my hand into a charred tree stump?

That’s a bit weird, isn’t it?

I release the railing and return to the whistling of the tea kettle, moving it off the stove and setting it on the clay tile embedded in the old butcher board countertops. My mug sits beside it, a silver star filled with dried tea leaves waiting at the bottom. I’ve got the honey nearby, a spoon.

My grandmother really, truly believed in the Witchwoods legend. Not only that, but she swore to have experienced it. She wrote extensively about it, talked up a storm whenever she was too tired to remember that magic isn’t real and that people who think it is are written off as crazy.

But I knew her better than anyone. My grandma was strong-willed and high-spirited and a little bit wild, but she wasn’t crazy. She said that if I ever visited the Witchwoods, I’d understand why she did the things she did.

I want to understand so badly.

I want to see magic.

I’ve spent my entire life memorizing every known fact about those woods, about the legend, about the fifty-five missing persons cases related to that area. All of that passion, all of these years spent wanting, I can’t let the idea go that easily.

I abandon the hot water and the unmade tea, gathering up the kit I made for myself on my last day off. A flashlight—a real one with a beam that could slice through walls and a crank to recharge the batteries. A knife, just in case. A water bottle. Flick.

“Off we go.” I open the front door and my dog zooms down the porch steps like he’s on a mission. It’s a herding dog thing. While he crouches in the grass beside the front walk, awaiting further command, I switch all the exterior lights on, lock the front door, and then pause to shoot a text over to Georgia.

You were right: I am going to the Witchwoods tonight. I’ll text you every twenty minutes. If I miss a text, send the police.

She responds right away—I knew it! How dare you exclude me?!—and then I’m off. I don’t bother with a leash for Flick. There’s nobody out, and he sticks to my side like he’s glued to it. As we walk, he shifts his gaze from the road to me, back to the road, to my face again. I give him a pat on the head, keeping the flashlight in my other hand.

I keep it on low until we get to the trailhead, slipping past the metal gate that blocks off the parking lot. I send Georgia an update, switch the beam to its highest setting, and then take off down the winding gravel trail. I don’t need a map. I’ve been hiking these woods since this was uncharted logging land. In junior high, Fernanda and I would ride our mountain bikes through here. When the logging employees would catch sight of us, they’d give chase in their trucks.

A smile teases my lips because, well, you can’t catch kids in a forest with a truck. We could go places they couldn’t, squeeze between trees, disappear into foliage. We were never caught, not once.

The path skirts a small neighborhood on the right, porch lights just barely visible through the trees, before it hooks a sharp left and descends into a second-growth redwood forest. Red-brown trunks catch the beam of my flashlight as I swing it through the darkness, checking for people mostly.

Flick’s ears are stiff and high on his head, listening, but he doesn’t sound the alarm. The woods might be absent of human-made sounds, but it’s hardly quiet out here. In the distance, an owl hoots and something small scurries up the trunk of a tree. I catch sight of gray fluff, and my lips twitch. Squirrel.

“Come on, bud,” I whisper to Flick, continuing down the trail and stepping over the yellow body of a massive banana slug that’s chugging its way across the path. Flick doesn’t notice it and ends up putting a paw right on the poor thing. I cringe, but I don’t stop. I’m sure the squishy-bodied creature is fine. Even if it’s not, I like banana slugs, but slug CPR is beyond my scope of knowledge.

At the next intersection, the path becomes two, heading down the hill and into lush green ferns and skunk cabbage. On the right, it veers toward a wider path that breaks from the trees to wildflowers and sunshine during the day.

I take neither, skirting past dewy leaves and snapping twigs underfoot. I’m not attempting to be quiet here. I’ve got my dog, a weapon, and an intimate knowledge of these woods and how to get out of them quickly if need be. The flashlight was a good idea though, much better than my phone. It keeps me from tripping, prevents me from losing my eye to pointy branches, guides me to an obscure game trail.

I duck under limbs and step over decayed logs until I find the clearing with the Witch’s Tree at its center. My breath catches as the beam of my flashlight haloes the old-growth redwood stump. Blackened by lightning. A sweet mixture of rebirth and decay.

Alone. The only dead thing amongst all these living trees.

Mushrooms sprout proudly from one side of the stump, bright orange and conspicuous. The ferns clinging to its fuzzy bark are bigger than the ones outside the clearing. Brighter in color, too. The flashlight makes it seem like the fronds are glowing, their limbs creaking in a cool, slow wind. Shadows collect in the char-edged hole at the center of its trunk.

Flick growls low in his throat, scenting the night air as he presses his body against my left leg. I drop the flashlight down to him, finding his bi-colored eyes fixed on me. Don’t go in there, Kate. Is that what he’s trying to say? Or am I letting my nerves get the best of me?

I turn back to the stump, pursing my lips. If the legend’s real, just don’t talk. Nothing to be afraid of. It’s that simple. My foot shifts forward and then that’s it, I’m striding through the clearing, boots denting the soft dirt under my feet. I smell earth and rain with every step.

I pause in front of the Witch’s Tree, using the light to examine the pockmarked bark and the redwood saplings sprouting from the top. It’s a beautiful stump, was likely an even more beautiful tree.

My eyes—and my light—drop to the hole in the trunk. Shoulder-height. Big enough for an adult to crawl through. Luckily, I don’t have to do that. All I have to do is stick my hand inside and wait to be touched. If I reach in, something will reach back, and then I’ll be able to see the Witchwoods.

At least, according to my grandma.

Now that I’m out here and hiking on a moonless night toward a tree stump that I’ve seen a hundred times, I’m starting to feel silly. I’m an adult, and I still want to believe in magic? I want to hold onto a story that my grandma would only tell on nights when she was too tired to censor herself?

Yes. Yes, I do.

I text Georgia again, turn my phone to silent, and slip it into the pocket of my overalls.

There are no magic words to speak, no rituals to perform. All you have to do is stick your hand in the hole and wait. That’s when the fog between this world and the Witchwoods clears away. If you make it back to the edge of the forest, you return to the real world.

If you talk ... the woods will own you.

“Ready, Flick?” I ask, but he just stares at me, cocking his head to one side. A single orange ear flops over his forehead. If he could give his opinion, I’m sure he’d advise me against testing fate. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m sure that nothing will happen, but if it does, you’ll meet me at the street, won’t you?”

Flick sits down, unsure of what I’m asking. He lifts a paw like he thinks I want him to shake, and when that doesn’t work, he stands up and performs a bow for my attention. With a laugh, I dig a treat from the bag inside my pocket, flip it over to him, and grin as he catches it in midair.

See? He’s relaxed. Nothing to worry about.

Then I turn, haul my sleeve up to my elbow, and stick my hand in a dark hole in a dead tree in the middle of a cold and foggy night.

So many people have stuck their hands in here over the years that the wood is smooth and polished around the edges. There are no plants inside. No slugs. Just an empty space inside of a gargantuan tree stump. I lean a little closer, reach a little deeper.

And then something pokes me back.
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The world shifts, tilts, like I’m being turned upside-down. Dizziness sweeps over me, making me unsteady on my feet. I clamp my lips shut, yanking my hand from the hole to cradle it against my chest.

There’s movement all around me as I stumble back, tripping over a rock and hitting my tailbone hard against the forest floor. The urge to curse is strong, but I grit my teeth—just in case.

The woods don’t seem any different at first, but I snatch up the flashlight, throwing the beam into the darkness to see what all the activity is about. The first thing I notice is that Flick is gone, like maybe he saw an animal and took off on me. That’s probably the movement that I—

Then I look up.

The Witch’s Tree is no longer a stump. Instead, it soars up into the shadows of the woods. The flashlight beam, as strong as it is, can’t locate the top. The light disappears into the murky darkness before I drop it back down, scanning the trees around me.

The repeating lines of the trunks are still there, but the trees are all much, much bigger. Not second-growth forest, but old-growth forest, the likes of which you rarely see anymore. Ancient trees. The kind you can drive a bus through.

What the hell?

I think it because I can’t say it. No talking, not for any reason.

I climb to my feet, using the flashlight to search the woods. It’s not just the trees that are bigger, but the ferns, too. There are flowers everywhere that certainly weren’t here before—and they’re glowing.

A white stag—also glowing—darts through the foliage, bounding off into the shadows on silent hooves. A scattering of birds draws my gaze up, and I see crows in the harsh white beam of my flashlight. An owl on a nearby branch has iridescent eyes that flash gold, revealing that it has four more than it ought to. A six-eyed owl. It takes flight, huge wings walloping as it disappears into the woods.

The Witchwoods.

I am in the Witchwoods.

For several minutes, I just stand there in shock.

Creatures scurry through the undergrowth, past plants that are bigger than I am, and flowers that light up the darkness well-enough that I drop the flashlight beam to the ground so that the only thing it’s illuminating are my feet.

The woods come to life then; bursts of shimmering color here and there mark the passage of animals with extra tails or wings or limbs. A girl-thing with long flowing hair strides past, crossing directly in front of me like I’m not there. She has no eyes.

I convince myself that she can’t see me, and that if she could ... I wouldn’t like the results.

I start walking, hand shaking on the flashlight, lips pursed tight. “If you speak in the Witchwoods, you finish crossing over. The Witch’s Tree allows for a glimpse, and a glimpse is all you need.” That’s what my grandma taught me about the legend, and having seen a girl that wasn’t really a girl at all, I’m inclined to believe it.

When I pass by the slug that Flick stepped on earlier, I see that it’s as big as a car and still slowly meandering in the same direction as before. I give it a wide berth, but the eyestalks on its head never turn in my direction.

I pause to examine a cluster of white flowers that sparkle like starlight, this shimmering mix of gold and silver and white. There are moths all over them, furry sides sticky with pollen. Each moth is a different color, jewel-toned things with stripes and spots that glitter. Ethereal dust flows as they take flight, leaving smears of brilliance in the air.

Motes of it follow me as I walk, a cloud of stardust that illuminates the strange plants and the massive trees. Little forest spirits sit on the branches of those trees and, unlike the other creatures that occupy the Witchwoods, they look right at me. Their heads are shaped like leaves with little faces and tiny round mouths, and their bodies are made of sticks. They all point with their twig-like arms in the direction that I’m going, the way that I know leads out of the forest.

“Run, don’t walk,” one of them whispers to me and chills tickle down my spine.

The naive wonder in my blood begins to chill. Another owl hoots and something screams. A rodent, maybe? But it’s unsettling.

I pick up my pace.

Leaves swirl across the path in front of me, their colors vibrant in the stark white of the flashlight beam. Red, orange, brown. Except ... it’s supposed to be summer? Back home it is. But not here, I guess. Mostly, pine needles coat the forest floor, lending a bouncy quality to the ground that keeps my quick steps light and buoyant. It’s almost like walking on a trampoline.

There are strange, bioluminescent things everywhere now. Not just flowers and ferns, but creatures that scuttle and slither and squirm in the shimmering waters of the creek on my right. I’m not sure if the water itself is glowing, too, or if there are just that many things in it that do. A snake swims past, a reptile with two heads and an ivory spinal cord for a body. A cat-sized water spider skitters across the creek’s surface, chasing after it.

Uhh.

The wind picks up, rustling the branches of the trees overhead. I’m getting close to the edge of the woods now. If I could see what’s going on back home, I’d be looking at a row of small houses with porch lights and rhododendrons in their front yards.

All I see here are ... trees.

The darkness seems to intensify the closer I get to that invisible edge, the undergrowth thinning out, the shadows pressing tighter and tighter against the beam of my flashlight.

A twig snaps, but I don’t whirl around. I walk faster. Faster. Faster.

Why did I ever think to come here? To prove that magic was real? Great. Yep. It’s real, and now I want nothing to do with it.

I’m in a full sprint now because I can feel something behind me, something that’s walking instead of running and yet still managing to catch up to me. Almost there, almost there, almost there.

And I am.

I almost make it to the edge of the Witchwoods and out the other side without talking.

But then he steps in front of me, and I slam hard into the body of a man in a witch hat.
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Kate

He’s massive, as big as one of the tree trunks that surround us like the bars of a prison cell. The lower half of his face is obscured by a metal mask, slightly pointed in the center, like a shallow beak. Chains hang off the sides of it, clanking as the man wraps the fingers of one huge hand around my upper arm.

With the other, he pulls down his mask.

Bats click and squeak as they swarm overhead, and the wind tousles heavy tree limbs above us. I realize I’m pointing the flashlight directly at the man’s eyes, but he doesn’t seem to care. He lets the metal mask hang off his face, like a pair of spectacles on a strap.

His mouth is smeared with blood, and when he smiles, I can see in the shape of his teeth that he means no good things for me.

I swing the heavy flashlight at his arm, knocking hard into muscle and bone. He grunts, but he doesn’t release me. Instead, he reaches out with his boot and slams it down hard on my foot.

I try not to scream.

I really do.

I make every attempt to keep my mouth shut as he grinds his heel into me, and my vision flickers between white and black. I’m in too much pain to stop him from stealing the knife off my belt, inked fingers wrapping the hilt before he tosses it into the foliage like so much trash.

There goes my only weapon.

The stranger lifts a hand toward my face, and I jerk backward on instinct. The pressure of his foot on mine is too much, and I end up falling to the hard-packed earth, teeth slamming together in my skull.

Don’t yell, Kate. Don’t say a word.

My hands scramble around in the dirt, looking for a makeshift weapon. The flashlight is lying several feet away from me, its beam uselessly pointed at a random spot in the distant forest. I’m betting on finding a stick somewhere close by, but there’s nothing.

Dirt, leaves, pine needles.

A sound, like two stones clacking together, draws my attention up.

My attacker is standing above me, his foot still pressed down hard on top of mine. He’s holding two glowing red stones that cast strange shadows on his face and the pointed black hat atop his head. Bones and sticks and bits of rolled paper are pinned all over it, swaying in the breeze. Purple mushrooms bloom on the brim like a bruise.

His eyes narrow when I lunge toward his leg, grabbing on and doing the only thing I can think of doing.

I bite him.

Doesn’t do much, my teeth squeezing down on tough leather over yet more muscle. The man grabs me by the hair and yanks me back, releasing his grip on my foot at the same time. Pain fissures through my scalp, but that doesn’t stop me from throwing a punch at his crotch.

The asshole is as nimble as he is strong. He keeps one hand wrapped in my hair and uses the other to knock the blow aside before I’m able to pulverize his dick. The motion brings him down to the ground with me, and somehow my situation gets worse.

I’m wrestled into submission, pushed into a bed of moss, crushed underneath him. He pins my wrists, climbing over me with hooded black eyes and hair like an oil slick on water. He’s as iridescent and pretty as the other disturbing things that live here. The shadows cast by the red stones shift, fanning out across the tree trunks behind him like the wings of a bat.

Or a demon.

He slides one leather-clad knee through the dirt, grinding it into my crotch. His entire body bears down on me, discomfort morphing into pain. It hurts so bad. So fucking bad.

I groan, but I don’t speak, thrashing helplessly underneath him and wondering why my grandmother never warned me about this. She wrote about the mystery and magic of the woods, about the way they let her see beyond, helped her realize once and for all that there’s more out there than just the reality we see.

My experience is different, painful, terrifying.

The man with blood on his lips is staring down at me not with hatred, but with reluctant determination, like this is something he doesn’t want to do but rather something he has to. There’s a familiarity to his face that I’m not expecting, but that I can’t place.

Either he’s someone I only know in passing or else it’s the darkness, pressing in all around us. Maybe I just can’t see his face well enough to be sure?

A humming sound fills the air, and the man’s head snaps up. He hums something back, a low, dark sound in his throat that mixes with the wind. Another owl sounds off. I can hear flies buzzing somewhere close, and the sound unnerves me.

The man looks down at me again, charms on his hat swaying, mask hanging low enough that it knocks into my chin when he leans close. His tongue touches the edge of my mouth, slips along that shuttered seam. The pressure on my crotch lets up, his knee gliding seductively over the denim of my overalls instead of crushing my pelvis to dust.

It doesn’t hurt as much, but it’s clearly intended to elicit a response from me. He wants me to talk. To be trapped here.

Why?

I go limp, trying out a new theory. This man—or whatever he is—wants me to talk, so all I have to do is ... not talk. No matter what. Easier said than done. I want to scream at him, call him every name in the book, demand to know what it is that he wants from me.

I don’t.

The man releases my wrists and sits up, keeping me pinned underneath his knee. I reach for a handful of dirt to chuck at his face, but he pulls the brim of his witch hat down to block it. I can see a blood-tainted smirk on his face as he swings a leather bag over one shoulder and withdraws a small black board and something white that he uses to write with.

Tell me to stop, and I will.

That’s what the board says when he turns it to face me.

I glare back at him, digging my fingers into the wet earth and shivering when I feel something slimy. Probably another banana slug. Hopefully a much smaller one than the beast I saw earlier.

The man hands the board to me, and I take it, my foot throbbing, and my core aching. He’s put most of his body weight right where it hurts. I study him with what little light there is and ... something clicks. I can hear Georgia’s voice in my head.

“Disappeared? That man is stone-cold dead. How many people have disappeared in the Witchwoods in the last seventy years? Four dozen? You think they’re all just missing?”

That man, the one we were talking about who disappeared twenty years ago.

Marlowe Waverley. That’s what I write on the board, and then I pass it back to him. He stares at it for a moment and then shakes his head, scribbles something else out. Shows it to me.

I will go as far as I need to go.

My turn to write.

Tell me why. There’s not enough room to ask all of the questions that I need to ask, but I hope that’s enough to distract him until I can figure out a way to escape. Maybe if he gets me to talk, I take his place or something? A flurry of old legends are ricocheting through my brain and after what I’ve just seen, I don’t discount any of them.

Doesn’t matter. Talk or I’m going to fuck you. He shrugs as he shows me the board, and my skin goes cold. My hands are shaking when I accept it back.

If you tell me, I’ll say something. I just want to know why.

He smiles and shakes his head, flashing his next message.

Talk. Now.

I shake my head and write: No explanation, no words.

His lip curls up with frustration, and he spins the chalkboard around, leaning close to make sure that I can read it.

Last chance before I fuck you.

I lunge for him again, shoving my palm against the metal mask and driving it into his face. He growls, but he doesn’t go anywhere. Doesn’t flinch when I fling another handful of dirt at him.

He chucks the board aside and grabs my wrists again, presses them hard enough into the ground that I grit my teeth. Harder. A moan of pain escapes me, and I writhe, but he’s ridiculously strong and I’m not going anywhere.

Fuck. I want to say that, too, but I won’t let the word out. If this guy is Marlowe Waverley, a man nicknamed Lo by the friends and family he left behind, then he’s proof that a person can and will get stuck in the Witchwoods.

Permanently.

Also, I notice that he hasn’t aged much—if it all.

That makes me even more determined to keep my mouth shut.

I jerk violently against him as he uses his free hand to reach down, unbuckling my overalls before pushing my shirt up and over my bra. His eyes, cast in a red sheen from the stones, stare down at me as his fingers trail from my belly to my belt, featherlight touches that skim over my goose bumps.

There’s a violation in his touch, but my body responds on its own with a small shudder. Against my will. All of it is against my will. I just want to get out of here, find Flick, and call Georgia. We’ll have some drinks and some sweet potato fries at the brewery, and this night will fade into distant memory.

His fingers unbuckle my belt with deft ferocity, and then his hand dives in, brushing down my panties to cup my core. He squeezes hard, and I snap my teeth at his tongue when he tries to kiss me again. Almost get him, too, but he moves out of the way too quickly to suffer any damage.

His nostrils flare, and a muscle in his jaw ticks in anger.

Our gazes are stuck together, like a pair of wild animals with locked horns. A fingertip edges down my thigh, tracing the edge of my underwear. My breathing is labored, angry and frantic. His is the same. A curl of icy wind tousles the hair on his forehead, and the boughs above us crack and settle, like broken bones.

He slips a single finger beneath the cotton, petting the silken opening that he isn’t allowed to breach. A second finger joins it. He strokes me, trying to draw out words or wetness or both. He’ll get none of it.

I narrow my eyes; he widens his.

Both fingers drive into me, all the way to the knuckle. I choke on a surprised gasp. Just a gasp. Not a word. He has big hands, and he’s stretching me wide. It’s an achy, almost painful feeling. I’m not aroused. I’m not ready. His thumb, rough and warm, searches out my clit.

Fuck, fuck, fuck—

“Stop!” I scream, and he slips his fingers out of me like they’re on fire. I’m panting now, but mostly out of rage. If I’m going to be stuck in the Witchwoods, then I’m going to kill this Marlowe Waverley.

My hands fumble to hook my belt, a pathetic attempt to soothe the sense of betrayal and trespass. Marlowe pushes the brim of his hat up, gaze scanning the trees. A shriek splits the night, followed by another wild hum.

The sound kicks him into action.

“Run!” he snarls at me, snatching me by the hand and yanking me to my feet.
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He’s running so quickly that I can’t keep up.

I stumble and then fall before I understand why we’re running at all. The darkness has swarmed over us, those red stones abandoned along with the flashlight. Marlowe hums again, loud and frantic, and then snaps two more stones together. These ones are orange, and he doesn’t hesitate to shove one into my palm, keeping the other for himself.

Screw this guy.

What could we be running from that’s worse than him?

I take off in the opposite direction, racing back toward the edge of the woods. I spoke, yes, but I have to at least try to get out of here. Most importantly, I need to get away from the man who just assaulted me.

He snatches me around the waist and throws me over his shoulder, sprinting through the woods as I struggle against him. The urge to scream is there, but I have this strange, innate sense that even if I shouldn’t have talked at all, that talking more is a bad idea.

I put both hands over the glowing stone, and I nail Marlowe in the base of his spine with it. He growls at me, skidding to a stop and throwing me forward. I hit the ground hard and roll to my side only to come face-to-face with a skeleton, decaying flesh stretched over its bleached bones, dirty blond hair billowing in the wind.

I kick myself across the ground and away from it, holding up the stone to see what it is I’m looking at.

A hole. Filled with dead bodies. Buzzing with flies.

“If you don’t want to end up in that pit, then get the fuck up and let’s go.” Marlowe shoves the metal mask over his face and snatches my wrist, yanking me along with him. I can hear something with big wings flapping above us, but it’s just barely audible over the wind.

Marlowe hums again, and I hear the sound echoed back at him from the woods. He drags me into the split trunk of a massive tree and then yanks the back of my body against his front. One big hand slides over my mouth.

I don’t struggle because I can hear something approaching from outside.

It stops just beyond the tree, and I wonder what the hell we’re going to do now. We’re trapped in here; the only way out is the way we came in. Above our heads, tiny clovers glow, doing their best to illuminate the darkness.

The thing comes to a stop and then leans in.

I see a face emerging from the shadows, something human but not. It has human lips and very human eyes—blue, wide, expressive. They’re rimmed with dark lashes and set above pale white cheeks. But the thing looking back at me has a yellow beak instead of a nose, and its face is surrounded by feathers.

I drop the stone in my hand, and it bounces out of the tree to rest at the clawed bird feet below. There are brown feathers just above, laced with some sort of pattern in white and gold and black. As the creature—which seems to be a gigantic owl with a human face—comes closer, Marlowe uses his free hand to cover my eyes.

A smell hits me then, like rotten meat. Roadkill. A dead, forgotten animal in an attic. Sickly sweet. Conjuring an image of maggots and flies.

“Is this what death looks like?” a woman whispers in shaky, broken tones. Is that ... the owl thing? It’s definitely not Marlowe.

He hums loudly and frantically, waits. Listens. There’s an answering hum, and then the sound of the bird shifting violently. It lets out a cawing screech and then takes off. I shove Marlowe’s hand from my eyes in time to see its tail feathers lifting out of the scant light from the stone.

Marlowe flees the tree, dragging me with him, and I realize that my choices now are to get stuck with the man who assaulted me or the giant owl with human lips and, presumably, a pit of dead victims.

Unless the bird isn’t the bad guy here. But I can’t dismiss the smell that emanated from it, an uneasy feeling taking root in my chest.

I choke on the cloying cling of that scent, the greasy feel of it on the back of my tongue, stumbling to keep up with Marlowe and finding it impossible. My heart is beating in my throat, and I’m getting dizzy. Everything is dark but for the snatches of glowing flowers or animals, stags and cats and crows.

Unlike before, they’re all looking at me now.

The forest spirits’ heads snap to follow as we speed past them, and I can hear them moaning or crying behind me. “We tried!” they sing, and I don’t know how to respond to that.

We skid to a stop before another tree, and Marlowe digs his hand into a knot of wood, yanking a hidden door open.

I hesitate.

Even with the smell of carrion, I hesitate.

Marlowe shoves me in the center of the back, and I go sprawling onto a wooden landing before he steps in and slams the door behind me.
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Kate

The sounds shift, from distant flapping wings and hooting owls, from scurrying leaves and crying spirits, to the cheerful crackle of a fire and the clatter of a metal pot lid. Something’s brewing. Something smells amazing.

Marlowe Waverley turns around to face me, looking big in the small space, fierce and wild and barely human. His witch hat drips with small red vials and the jawbones of tiny animals, with feathers and teeth. I’m not sure how, but the purple mushrooms have disappeared from the brim, replaced by red roses with too-big thorns.

He yanks his mask down again, lips parted and still smeared with blood.

He smiles at me.

“Too bad about earlier, North, but it had to be done. I couldn’t let you leave and I needed to bind you. Two birds, one stone.” He lifts up the two fingers that he had inside of me, and spreads them in a vulgar way.

I kick out at his knee as hard as I can, but he sidesteps the move like it’s nothing.

“I wish I had the time to play games with you—you seem fun. But, frankly, the night is waning, and every single night that you spend here, well, that costs you thirty days back in our world. My suggestion, if you don’t want to be stuck here for a long time, is to stop fighting me.”

I use the wall to get to my feet, nearly falling down the length of stairs behind me. Each one is round and made from the sliced trunk of a tree. If I wanted to bend down and count the rings to see how old the tree was, I could.

The number would easily be in the thousands.

“Each day in the Witchwoods is—”

“Yeah, a month back in our world. Now that you’ve spoken, you’re stuck here. Lucky you that you’re also the key to getting us all out.” Marlowe maneuvers past me to head down the stairs, and I dart toward the door, hand searching out the secret mechanism.

He is right there, snatching my wrists and pinning me again. This time, his big body is positioned directly behind me.

“You’re not a prisoner here, but I can’t let you open that door either.” He leans down and puts his mouth close to mine. “Think about it: each day you spend resisting is worth weeks back home. Isn’t that awful? Don’t you have friends or family waiting for you? A boyfriend or a husband or something?”

I turn suddenly, and he lets me go, so that I’m facing him but still equally crushed up against the door.

“You’d ask me something like that after what you did to me?” I question, but he has that same look of resolute determination that he had before. I notice his shadow on the wall behind him, disturbed to find that it wasn’t a trick of the light: it has wings. He doesn’t, but it does.

My hazel eyes meet his inky black ones, half-hidden by the brim of that monstrous hat.

“Didn’t want to do it. Had to do it. And I’m not sorry. It’s just the way things are around here. If you cooperate, you can be home by next month. If you fight us, then the only person that’s hurting is you.” Marlowe steps back and then removes his hat with a sigh, fingers ruffling up the dark hair underneath.

He turns and heads down the steps without waiting for me to follow.

“Brooks, you here?” he calls out as I turn back to the door. I don’t know what to do, but finding the hidden latch is a good place to start. Might not be ready to head out just yet, but I should know how to get out when the opportunity is right.

I fail.

There’s no knot of wood on the inside, and I start to wonder if this door can be opened from this side at all. With a sigh, I give up and turn away, reaching down to fix my shirt and closing my eyes.

My legs were closed tight when he ... and Marlowe has big, rough fingers. It’s sore down there, and the urge to stab him is so strong that I can feel it like an ache in my bones.

But I’m trapped in the Witchwoods now. Just like Marlowe and ... did he say Brooks?

The name comes to mind immediately: Brooks McDowell, who went missing in the 1950s. I know all the names of the people who went missing in the Witchwoods. I know everything there is to know about the legend. Too many drunken deep dives. Too many sleepless Saturday nights.

Except ... maybe I know nothing at all?

I move quickly down the steps, hand gliding over the smooth wood bannister with its character-adding knots and bends and twists, and end up in a cozy mudroom.

Pointed hats are hung on wooden pegs, a basket sits on the floor with umbrellas made from large waxy leaves, and a wool rug decorates the floor. There’s a taxidermied bat on one wall, and a vase of flowers on a rough-hewn side table. I see a bench with boots underneath it—three pairs made of leather with chains and buckles and bones. A trio of brooms fills one corner.

There’s no door in here, just the stairs leading back up to the landing.

I edge into the next room through a large, circular opening with a transom window above it. The stained-glass reflects the light of the fire on the other side. It’s just decorative, not a possible escape route.

There’s a man on the opposite side of the room, standing beside a stone fireplace and stirring a wooden spoon around a large iron cauldron. He casts an unhurried glance over his shoulder, going completely still when he spots me. A massive red eye opens on the conical portion of his witch hat, blinking in surprise, but his face remains disturbingly stoic.

My eyes shift to his shadow as it creeps up the wall and onto the ceiling—it has antlers.

“Our North,” Marlowe is saying, pouring himself a drink. His hands are shaking so badly that he spills amber liquid everywhere. “I couldn’t fucking believe what I was seeing.” He chugs the alcohol, eyes shining as he stares at me.

He has to die. I want him dead. He deserves it.

The new man turns fully around to stare at me, just as big and broad as Marlowe. Just as young, too. When I heard the name Brooks McDowell, I was expecting someone older. He’s been missing longer than most people are alive. And yet ... I recognize him, too.

Only, this Brooks has bright red hair with black underneath, unlike the chestnut brown he was listed as having on his missing posters. His picture was in black-and-white, so I never saw it for myself. His eyes are poison-green, and he looks me over while swiping his hand across his mouth.

“Fuck,” he breathes, like he’s been stunned into silence.

“He forced himself on me,” I say carefully, slowly, keeping my distance from the two men.

I’m clearly in their house now, and it’s surprisingly warm and cheerful. I spot a leather couch, an armchair draped in furs, and plenty of shelves stuffed with books. Whatever Brooks is cooking smells amazing, and my mouth waters as the last of the carrion scent is forced from my tongue.

There’s a pitcher of beer in the center of a round table, and plenty of matching chairs with cushions. Art covers the curved wooden walls, and the ceiling is low and decorated with rafters. There are no exterior windows, and I can feel the press of earth, like we’re definitely below ground level right now.

“I see.” Brooks turns to Marlowe. “Where’s Tanner?” he asks, and my mind draws up the memory right away. Tanner Skye, a man who went missing in the late eighties. Question: is he as much of a prick as these other men? Brooks doesn’t seem to care that Marlowe attacked me.

I won’t find any sympathy here.

“Needed a distraction.” Marlowe rubs at the back of his neck, his eyes still on me. “I have no idea how long it’ll take him to get back, but maybe we should get started anyway?”

They both glance at the clock on the wall, and then Brooks returns his gaze to me.

While Marlowe is fully dressed in black leather pants, boots, and a jacket with fur trim and feathers, Brooks isn’t wearing shoes.

Or a shirt.

His chest is covered in tattoos and scars, all of it arranged in a very clear and purposeful design—even the scars. They’re not accidental, more like runes or sigils. His hair is wet, like we caught him fresh out of the shower. Brooks doesn’t move, but five more eyes open on his hat. Smaller than the first, all of them with red irises. Six in total.

I take a step forward and stumble on my injured foot, slamming into the round table and spilling some of the beer.

Marlowe approaches and squats low, slinging his pack down and drawing out a leather bundle that he unwraps on the floor next to my foot.

“Let me see it,” he says, and it doesn’t come out like a kindness—more like a demand. I slump into one of the chairs, grab a glass from the table, and pour myself some alcohol. Why not? My situation is absurd, and my stomach is sick, and it’s my goddamn birthday. Can’t be poisoned if my attacker already helped himself to an entire mug of the same stuff.

I reach for the pitcher, but Brooks stops me.

“Allow me.” Again, not a kindness. A command this time. He pours a glass for me, ensuring I’ve got a pleasing ratio of foam and liquid. I’d throw it in his face, but what would I do next? I need to be smart about this.

I tip the glass to my mouth and drink it.

As Marlowe removes my shoe, my eyes drift around the room, taking in the cabinets and the bookshelves with their leather-bound tomes. The dead animals on the walls. A second circular opening and the room beyond it. There are plenty of doors there. Another staircase. A way out?

Brooks stands too close, eyes locked on my face with a sense of vicious desperation that he hid so well for those first few minutes. I hate him, too. He leans down and puts one hand on the table, a stripe of black hair curving away from his face like a horn. It makes for a pretty contrast against the ruby red. Smoke and ash, a bonfire that got too big and burned too hot. That’s what he smells like.

I refuse to look directly at him.

“You are the catalyst for getting us all out of here. Now, I’ve been stuck in the Witchwoods since 1955. Do you want the same thing to happen to you?”

I turn to look at him then as Marlowe makes a scoffing sound, peeling my bloody sock down and applying a cool paste to my injured foot. The ache tingles, flares, and then dims. When I look down, I see that the split in my skin and the bruise that was forming underneath are fading.

Marlowe lifts disturbingly dark eyes up to my face, the wings of his shadow stretching and flexing behind him. That shadow, those eyes, that opalescent hair are absolutely not human. Is this truly Marlowe Waverley or something malignant that only looks like Marlowe Waverley?

I shift away from him in the chair, and he smiles meanly.

“What’s the matter, North? Scared of little old me?” He sits back and closes the jar, tucking it and the rest of his supplies away in his pack. “Or regretting your choice to talk? We could’ve just fucked, you know.”

I ignore him. Until I have a knife or some other weapon in hand, that’s my best bet. I take another sip of the beer which is more like cider—or maybe mead—and hope that it goes to my head quickly.

“How do we get out of here?” I ask with disturbing serenity, using my foot to draw my shoe and sock away from Marlowe. I’ll put them back on myself. How am I this calm? How am I not freaking out?

I don’t know what’s going on, and I might know who these men look like, but not what they are.

All I know for sure is this: if you talk, then the woods own you.

I talked. I’m trapped. I’m fucked.

Whatever I have to do—anything at all—then I will do it if it means I can go home. That must be where the calm is coming from: reality. There is no time or space to freak out or panic. Another sip of mead-beer-cider helps. Who cares what it is?

Brooks (and his hat) stare down at me, evaluating. Marlowe peers up at me like I don’t matter, but also like I’m the answer to all his problems. They both move their gazes to the staircase, like they hear someone coming before the person ever sets foot inside.

There it is.

The front door opens and then closes, followed shortly by boots on stairs. The squeak of wet rubber on wood floors. A third man now stands at the base of the steps in eerie stillness, like a hunter spotting prey. He has a crow on his left shoulder, one with six purple eyes.

I stand up from the chair for ... some stupid reason. To feel taller? To give myself a fighting chance? The only weapon I have is the glass in my hand. Brooks is on my right and Marlowe is directly behind me. There’s nowhere to go.

“Tanner Skye.” I say it first, because I already know. “Are you as awful as your friends?”

But ... it’s not really Tanner, is it? While each man is recognizable, his hair is different. His eyes are different. He’s bigger, stronger, meaner than he looked in his missing poster.

This Tanner has quicksilver eyes and hair that curls over his forehead in gold and black. His hat has gray wolf ears that swivel in my direction, and his shadow is flicking a forked tongue like it’s scenting the air. His silhouette is unnatural, split in half and sporting a pair of tails.

Tanner lifts his hand toward the metal mask on his face, skin etched with an arcane tattoo. A crescent moon and triangles and a wolf trapped in a pentagram. Those rough fingers grip the mask, drawing it down and dragging the chains off his ears.

His mouth is bloodied, too, and there’s a dripping pelt thrown over his shoulder. Crimson streaks his naked chest and blood pools at the waistband of his leather pants. It takes a minute for him to find a response, and his voice is absolutely fucking wild when he speaks.

“No.” The word drips with enough satisfaction that it almost feels violent. “Not at all.” He stretches his lips, like he’d smile at me if this weren’t the single most important moment of his life. Instead, he savors it. Drinks it in. Feasts on it.

Shit, shit, shit.

Tanner stalks forward, and the crow flaps its wings in annoyance.

“I’ll treat you real nice,” he promises, pausing directly in front of me. Tanner smells like blood, but like something else, too. A breeze. Fresh air. Salt. Desire. “I’ll worship you.”

That doesn’t sound like a good thing though, does it?

His attention slips past me, studying something I can’t see. I look over my shoulder, and my entire body flash-freezes. Shock hits me like frostbite.

My shadow has horns.

I turn slowly back to Tanner Skye.

“North,” he breathes, and then that smile finally sticks. It’s like the word has two meanings. I pretend not to notice the suggestive undertone.

“North?” I repeat as all three men stare at me with vastly different, but equally horrifying expressions.

“South,” Brooks says, pointing at himself. His antlered shadow looms over me, peering down from the ceiling above my head, and all six eyes on his hat are sly and hooded with satisfaction.

“East.” Tanner steps so close to me that blood from the pelt drips onto my naked foot. I’m killing them all once this is over. Both of the wolf ears on his hat flatten against the brim, and his crow tilts its head curiously.

“West.” Marlowe rises to his feet, putting his hat back on his head. The red roses on the brim have turned green, and there’s a snake curled around the base of the cone that wasn’t there before.

“You’re not ... religious, are you?” Brooks asks me, putting his big hand on the edge of the table again. The wood creaks with the weight of his body, and his eyes tell me: if you are religious, too goddamn bad because we’re doing this anyway.

Fuck.
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Kate

Brooks McDowell, a man who went missing in 1955, is on his knees beside me, using a needle made of bone to stitch up the side of the black leather pants I’m now wearing.

I’ve been given a bowl of stew, plenty to drink, and very little explanation.

“I had no idea who I was making these pants for,” Brooks says in a voice that’s low and hot, his dexterity with a needle impressive in those giant hands. His lips are dangerously neutral, but his gaze is focused and steely. “Never let myself believe they’d be for a woman.”

“I told you, didn’t I?” Tanner teases, cocky and arrogant and more than a little scary. He’s adding strands of my hair to a heavy necklace made of bones and flowers and dead moths. Still shirtless. Still bloody.

Marlowe, the one I refuse to look at or speak to, is pulling items from a cedar chest.

Brooks leans in and uses his teeth to snap the sinewy thread, tying it off with quick movements and then snagging my hips in such a strong grip that I gasp. His hands are rude, but his eyes are too serious. He scares me the most out of all three. I’m offered a humorless smile as he turns me to the right, so that he can start on the other leg of my pants.

“Who caught her?” Marlowe bites out, lips canted in a sneer. “Not you, Tanner. And here I thought you said that you hadn’t failed a hunt yet.”

“Did you do that by yourself? Or did I handle the Hag?” Tanner’s retort is gravelly and thick, like he’s spent so long in the woods that he’s no longer civilized. His gold and black hair is split down the middle, and his smile is full of shit. “But if it makes you feel better to claim the win, then by all means, go right ahead.”

He’s responding to Marlowe, but he’s looking at me.

I decide to pose a question of my own.

“Since Marlowe claims that sticking his fingers in me was part of some spell, did you plan to do the same to whoever you came across? An elderly woman? A teenage boy?” I don’t bother to hide my disgust.

They want my help to cast a spell, one that they claim will send us all home. I don’t have to like it—or them.

“Better than getting the shit beat of you, eh?” Tanner never stops smiling. He turns back to his necklace-making as my head spins. His crow caws from its perch on the counter before pecking at a loaf of crusty bread with a dangerous black beak.

I’d be crazy not to consider that this is a dream or a hallucination. But if these men—the ones that I recognize from all the lore surrounding the Witchwoods—are telling the truth, then I can’t take the time to figure it out.

Every day here is a moon cycle back home? I close my eyes to shut out the fear and worry. Next month, I’m supposed to start my biggest job to date: the infamous Pink Lady. The house was built in the late 1800s by some lumber baron as a wedding gift for his son. It’s a gorgeous Queen Anne with bay windows, a turret, and charming gingerbread trim.

It’s also a huge fucking paycheck.

I have no idea how I’m going to do the job with only one employee (i.e. myself), but that problem, which felt like the biggest problem in the entire universe only yesterday, means nothing to me now.

Oh my God, Flick. Just thinking about my dog alone in the woods ignites my veins with an electric sort of panic. Then there’s my business. Unpaid bills. My grandmother’s house. Georgia. She’ll have called the cops already.

The needle stabs into my skin, and I jump, eyes flying wide as I try and fail to jerk back from Brooks. He has one huge hand splayed on my lower back, and it anchors me in place as firmly as a lead weight.

“Seriously?” I ask, with a healthy dollop of bravado.

These men are on a mission, and they firmly believe I’m their key to escaping this place. No matter how angry I am, how fiercely I fight, how desperately I want to flee out that door atop the stairs, I’m not going anywhere. They’re not going to kill me either, not so long as they think they need me. I can afford to be ornery.

“Consecration by blood, North,” Brooks explains as he rises—and rises and rises—to his feet. On his missing poster, Mr. McDowell was listed at a healthy but reasonable hundred-and-eighty pounds. Now? He’s well over two-fifty and rock-hard. Something about living in these woods has changed all three of these men.

He chucks my chin with his fingers and leans down, the unnatural green of his eyes sparkling.

“Now, take off your shirt.” He smiles tightly at me, crossing his arms as he waits to see if I’ll comply. When I don’t immediately hop to it, Brooks reaches out and snags the hem with a single finger. “Either you take it off, or I take it off.” He leans down to look at me, and he isn’t smiling anymore. The big red eye on his hat blinks, just once. “You’ll like it better if you do it.”

With a growl, I tear the shirt over my head and toss it aside, panting.

“Good girl, North,” Brooks tells me, and I resist the urge to scream.

“Katelynn Poppy, actually.” I force myself to exhale, wondering what my face is going to look like on a missing poster. On some viral video with sappy music that showcases all of the Witchwoods victims. Me. I’m a missing Witchwoods victim. “If you’re going to trap and use someone against their will, you should know their real name.”

None of the men apologize for Marlowe’s actions, and I get the idea that either of the other two would’ve made the same choice given the circumstances. Looking at Tanner, I get the idea that he might’ve made a worse choice.

Looking at Brooks ... the worst.

“Listen, North,” Brooks continues, acting as if he didn’t hear my name. “I’ve been trapped in this hellhole for years. Do you know what that’s like, to wake up every single day and know that thirty have passed back home? My grandparents are dust and ash. My parents are dead and buried. If my siblings or friends are alive, they’ll be in their eighties or nineties. Hell, I’m sure most of them are dead, too. I am not going to skirt around your precious feelings. Frankly, I do not fucking care.”

He walks away from me and then pauses, tossing a haughty, purse-lipped frown over his shoulder.

“Bra, too. Take it off.” When he sees that I’m just standing there, he turns fully around and cracks his inked knuckles. His antlered shadow mimics him. “Same deal as with the shirt. You or me, North.”

“Fuck you,” I spit at him, fighting my way out of the sports bra I wear for work. I toss it onto the floor and cover my chest with my arms, but Brooks isn’t looking at my breasts. His eyes flick there briefly, but I see that he’s making an effort to turn away.

“Lo, act like a gentleman or I’ll box your ears.” Brooks moves over to the table, hauls it onto its side and rolls it out of the way. He leans it against the wall and then does the same with the chairs, stacking them and clearing an empty space in the center of the room.

“I haven’t seen a woman in almost a year,” Marlowe explains, moving over to me and dropping a witch hat onto my head. The brim hangs over my eyes and I reach up to push it back, the sound of charms jangling as I do. I keep one arm over my breasts as he looks down at me, a slow smile capturing his full mouth. He’s beautiful, but edgy, unnerving. I hate him. “Besides that, you’re a part of our coven, Miss Poppy. We’re going to get to know each other on a level you can’t possibly imagine.”

“If I have to participate in this ritual to get home, then I’ll do it. I have no obligation to fraternize with you after that.” It’s so hot in this room. The fire is cracking high and bright, and the place is well-insulated from the cool dampness of the woods outside. Still, I have goose bumps and a chill I can’t quite shake.

A pit of corpses and the oddly sweet scent of rotting flesh.

“Fraternize?” Marlowe asks, taking a step back from me. If I let myself think about his fingers, stretching me wide then—

“Yes, fraternize. It means to associate with in a friendly manner.” I pause as Marlowe tilts his own hat back to get a better look at me. The green roses on it wilt in real time, and a cluster of black tulips bloom in their place. “Or at all.”

He just snorts a laugh and turns away to check on Tanner’s progress.

“Are you finished yet?” he snaps, hands on his hips, bare foot tapping out a rhythm of impatience on the polished wood floors. “We don’t have a lot of time left until sunrise.”

“What happens at sunrise?” I can’t resist asking, but I regret it almost as soon as I do. All three men turn to look at me with varying levels of hunger. I’m their meal ticket out of here, and they won’t let me forget, not for a single breath.

“Sleep happens.” Tanner lifts a scarred brow, bisected down the center and pierced with a silver bar. One half is black, the other gold, just like his hair. Very fancy.

“Sleep, huh?” I’m unamused, but Brooks interrupts the conversation before I can ask anything else.

“It’s doubtful that we can perform both rituals in a single day. It’ll be a difficult enough challenge just for the one. Do you three want to keep chatting or cast this spell?” He uses a broom to sweep the floor, like that’s a part of the spell, too. Is his attitude also an ingredient?

Dickhead.

Tanner weaves one final strand of hair into the necklace—if you could even call it a necklace—and then makes his way over to me. He moves like a hunter, studies me like a predator. Smiles like a sure thing.

I remember his missing poster, too. 1988. Dirty blond hair curling around his ears. Big, confident grin. Slouched and sexy. Unbuttoned denim jacket over a white wifebeater and ripped jeans.

What happened to this man in the time that he’s been down here? If he’s been missing since the late-eighties, and only one day passes here per month back home then ... Tanner has been living in the Witchwoods for over a year. Marlowe has been here for about a year.

Brooks has been here ... for several years.

No wonder he’s so awful. No wonder that they’re all so awful.

I shift and the soreness between my legs reminds me of what happened in the woods earlier. If that was the first part of the ritual that they’re talking about, the one that they’re going to use to officially make me a part of their coven, then ... what happens next?

North, South, East, and West.

Four people, one coven. The only way to escape the Witchwoods, according to them. I don’t know if I believe that, but I’m at their mercy. I turn my head and spot my horned shadow creeping across the wall. Witch. I don’t know what makes a person a witch, but these men seem to think that I’m more than capable of playing the part.

Tanner removes the hat from my head, adds the heavy necklace, and then replaces it before stepping back. He leans down to look me in the eyes, a single wolf ear flattening, shadow tails swaying playfully behind him.

“We’ve been gone so long, what’s another month or two? But for you? Missing for one month is a hell of a lot better than missing for two or three, don’t you think?” He stands back up and turns to see Marlowe approaching with a metal mask swinging from a finger that’s tattooed with esoteric runes.

I take it without another word.

“Come here.” Brooks is waiting in the center of the now empty room, stuffed creatures staring back at us from the walls, some of which I recognize and others that I ... don’t. Dried herbs and flowers, onions and apples, hang from the ceiling around the fireplace, and the entire house smells like cedar and rabbit stew and blood.

A lot of blood is shed inside these walls.

I approach Brooks in bare feet and leather pants made from an animal I’ve never heard of, shirtless but fortunate enough to be wearing a necklace that mostly covers my breasts.

His green eyes are sharp as he watches me, taking my shoulders and showing me where to stand.

“You are North. This is where you’ll start every ritual. Understood?” I nod at him though I only expect to be completing two rituals: one to join their coven and one to go home. And I’m only doing the first ritual because it’s a requirement of the second. “We’re going to teach you a dance. The faster you perfect it, the better. If you fail to do that, the night will end and you’ll fall asleep whether you like it or not. We’ll have to pick up in the morning, and we won’t have time for the spell to get us home.” There’s a long pause as Brooks surveys me with an energy and an interest that I don’t have the headspace to unpack. “Can you dance, North?”

I see that my name isn’t going to be used—at least not by Brooks.

“Sort of.” I can feel my palms growing sweaty as Tanner and Marlowe take their positions in the circle. All three men are as shirtless as I am, equally scarred, equally inked, equally huge.

I swallow as Brooks lifts his mask up toward his face.

“Hum along with us.” He pauses once before putting the mask on and gives me a look with life-or-death consequences. “Humming is okay. Talking will get us all killed. Worse than that: talking will get us trapped.” Brooks hooks the chain over his ears and adjusts the metal mask on his face. Tanner and Marlowe do the same.

I don’t waste any time following their example.

Brooks begins to hum, and I realize what Marlowe must’ve been doing out in the woods: he was communicating with Tanner in the same way, calling out to one another using a hack in the system. That owl thing, whatever it is, doesn’t respond to humming the way it does to talking.

Is it the reason that speaking here ends with a visitor getting trapped in the Witchwoods? I shift a glare over to Marlowe, and he notices. He is my reason for getting trapped here—whether the owl is a part of it or not. With only those black-glass eyes of his visible, I have no idea what the expression on his face might be.

He starts to hum along with Brooks, and Tanner joins in. I wait a few beats to catch the rhythm, and then I raise my own voice along with theirs. Three deep baritones, one feminine melody. It’s oddly beautiful, but haunting, too.

Energy prickles across my skin as Brooks holds a hand out to either side of him, taking Marlowe’s and Tanner’s hands in his. I copy the move and grasp onto their rough palms.

And then we begin to dance.

I wonder why Brooks asked if I was religious. Because of the witch stuff?

This isn’t so bad.

I can do this.

I can get home.


[image: ]

Brooks

I’m not sure that I like North.

Not that it matters. We needed a fourth, and I’m pleased as fucking punch to have a pretty young woman in my coven as opposed to another smart-mouthed asshole with a dick. Tanner and Marlowe try my patience, but we’re all that each other has, so ... we make it work.

“Shit, that’s hard,” North—or Katelynn Poppy, strange goddamn name in my opinion—says as she slumps onto the sofa and puts her sweaty hands over her even sweatier face.

“Do kids these days dance anymore?” I wonder aloud, putting my hands on my hips and staring up at the ceiling. Kids these days. I’m only two years and some odd months older than I was when I left home, when I snuck into the Witchwoods to find a girl.

But I feel the weight of the years I never got to see, decades flying past as I slept in this beautiful but horrible place. Humans do not rule here. There are no houses, no electricity, no hospitals, no running water.

No people.

It’s the woods. It’s the things that live in the woods. It’s survival.

“You’d be surprised to see all the viral dance trends,” North murmurs, but I only have a vague idea of what viral might mean. Marlowe’s done his best to explain that it no longer has anything to do with actual viruses, but my understanding is limited. “While we’re taking a breather here, can I ask where all the others are?” Her panting voice pleads with us to give her a minute.

We can’t really spare it, and she’s in good shape for a modern person—much better than the several that we saw die this year—but this is a difficult spell, and she cannot leave this room if she’s short of breath and struggling to breathe behind an iron mask.

“What others?” Tanner asks, offering her a glass of water. A seduction. I narrow my eyes. All of them, including the ones on my hat. Fine. Let her rest.

If North can’t breathe, then she can’t dance. If she can’t dance, we’re going to get eaten by the Hag Wytch. Our flesh will be consumed by its human mouth, and our souls will be sucked into its beak.

Where those souls go after being gobbled up, I have no idea. Don’t care to find out.

Don’t think about it, Brooks. Not tonight.

“The other people who disappeared into the Witchwoods.” North adjusts her bone collar with fidgety hands, trying to cover her nipples. I was raised better than to look, but damn if it isn’t hard. Hard as her nipples. Shit. “Brooks is the first officially recorded case, but there’ve been fifty-four others in the years since.” She looks around at the three of us pointedly.

“Well, I was certainly not the first person to disappear into the woods, but nice to know that I hold that record.” My lips are pursed against a barrage of frustration. This conversation is pointless. I can feel an itch in my blood that screams that I need to get out of here. It might be too late for my parents, but maybe my sister ... I’d just like to say goodbye to somebody, see if she ever had kids or if her kids had kids or ... “Look here, doll. All those people, they climbed the six foot ladder to nowhere. The same fucking ladder that we’ll be climbing if you mess this up. You done now?”

“They’re all dead?” she asks, furrowing her brows. “It’s just the three of you?”

“Just us,” Marlowe answers for me, drawing her attention. She hates him which isn’t ideal, but no matter how she feels about us or how we feel about her, we’re going to be a coven. That doesn’t end once we leave this place, but I don’t have the time to explain that just now. Wouldn’t matter if I did. Facts are facts.

“Did you stomp on their feet, too? Rape them into speaking?” she asks, voice dropping to a whisper. A red flush overtakes her face as she finally stands up. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“Good. Because I wasn’t going to tell you.” Marlowe puts his mask back in place. He had a serious girlfriend when he ended up trapped here. She’s going to be a good twenty years older than she was when he left. I wonder if he’ll bother seeking her out? His family might still be alive. Twenty years is a long time to be missing, but it’s not the seventy I’ve got under my belt.

“That owl monster you saw,” I start, speaking up because I need her to understand how serious this is. “That’s the Hag Wytch. She hunts people who talk in the woods; that’s why everyone is dead. This cottage is the only safe place.”

Our new North goes quiet.

“Ready, South?” Tanner asks me, and I nod, moving over to North—to Katelynn—and pausing in front of her.

“No talking.” It’s worth repeating. I put her mask on for her, and she glares up at me from naive hazel eyes. I imagine she’s lived a good life. Lucky for her that she’s the last person in this coven and not the first. Ain’t exactly the cat’s meow, you know? Being the fucking first. “If you mess up the dance or the song, just keep going.”

Should I warn her? I wonder, but I already know I’m not going to.

I was raised in a different decade than Tanner or Marlowe or Katelynn. Men and women had different roles, but women were always to be respected and cared for. What I’m going to do to poor Katelynn Poppy is not respectful or gentle, but it’s what I have to do.

I want out of these woods, and I’m willing to sacrifice an innocent to do that.

“And if I initiate something, you go along with it,” I add, and it’s all the warning she’s going to get. Her mouth flattens into a thin line, and her eyes promise that she dislikes me as much as Marlowe. Hmm.

I put my mask on as Lo leads the way up the stairs and then squats to find the trigger for the front door. It’s a clever hiding spot, but I can’t take credit for it: my mentor built this cabin, not me. I also watched her send a coven of four back home, so I know that it’s possible.

The eyes on my hat shift over to North, a half-dozen views of a half-naked woman.

I shut them all to block the image. Tanner is more blatant with his appreciation, bringing up the rear of the group and using his position to admire her ass.

The door clicks open to a night of cool fog and stars, to a gentle pattering rain and the quiet foraging of two glowing kirin—like blue and white deer with antlers and a spiral horn. They prance skittishly when they see us, the tufts of fur around their feet shimmering and dancing like silver flame.

When they take off through the brush, North’s eyes follow them with a sense of awe and wonder that I never had for this horrible place. I’ve wanted to burn the Witchwoods to the goddamn ground since the very first breath I took in this unhallow hell.

Three sets of lightstones clack, illuminating the woods in eerie color. I give a blue one to Kate and keep the other for myself. Lo and Tanner stick theirs in their pockets, half-submerged in leather but plenty bright. These stones are the only thing we’ve been able to find that lights our way and doesn’t summon the violence of the Hag.

I take North’s shoulder in a firm grip, just to make sure she doesn’t run off like the kirin, and we walk through the creeping quiet of the woods together. Marlowe and Tanner draw their bows, scanning the branches and the foliage for threats.

Everything in this place is trying to kill us; every day is a struggle. Staying vigilant is always worth the effort.

We can handle most things—except for the Hag Wytch.

The Hag is the ultimate apex predator. If she comes for us, she won’t bother to hide her approach. We’ll hear her. When she hunts, the trees whisper.

“Careful, careful,” a forest spirit says, twig-legs hanging over the side of a branch. “Rot is on the wind.”

North’s steps slow slightly, but that’s it. She sidesteps spiderwebs with eight-legged monsters bigger than the cocker spaniel I had growing up. She doesn’t panic. She doesn’t scream.

We take a game trail through the murky darkness, clouds of fog catching on our clothes and drifting around our bare feet. Dozens of demi cats watch from the shadows, swishing their double tails and casting their judgment. One hisses and darts up a trunk, disappearing into the vast canopy above.

Water drips from pine boughs, mask chains creak and swing. In an orderly row, we march through dew-soaked foliage, over the ice-cold creek, and past a ghost with missing eyes. It’s nobody I know, but I wish it luck anyway. If it hasn’t been eaten by the Hag, then it’s a very clever spirit.

Katelynn doesn’t see it, which is probably for the best. It’s hanging upside-down from a tree branch, white-faced and open-mouthed. It used to be human, sure, but it has too many teeth now.

We reach the clearing without encountering trouble. It’s a space that the boys and I have prepared specifically for this purpose.

The completion of our coven.

I wet my lips as I position North in the correct spot and snap my fingers to start the fire. Since the day Marlowe joined us, we’ve kept all of the necessary supplies on hand in anticipation of getting out. Only took eight months from Marlowe to Katelynn.

I can taste escape on my lips, but I can also taste the iron of my mask. It’s a reminder that we’re not—for lack of a better phrase—out of the woods just yet.

Tanner disappears into the trees to find an animal, and I can only hope that Katelynn isn’t squeamish. My mouth twitches as I look over at her, and she looks back at me.

No, I don’t know if I like North yet, but we’re stuck with each other.

Stop being so picky and just be grateful that you’ve got a woman.

She’s just so ... fuck. Not what I expected. Not at all.

An animal’s scream pierces the woods, and while North stands perfectly still, her shadow flinches. Not quite as tough as you pretend to be, are you? Probably a Witchwoods toad. They come in all sizes and in every color, some with two heads or webbed wings or extra limbs. Some with venom. Some with poison.

I’m sure that Tanner’s just caught one and is in the process of dragging it back.

Hurry up. I flex my hands and cool my impatience. It’s taken two long years to get here, and I can’t rush it. Everything must go according to the spellbook I wrote, the magic I crafted from my mentor’s limited knowledge.

Marlowe takes his place in the West, hands on his hips, face angled down so that his hat brim obscures his eyes. His shadow spreads its wings over the trees behind him, limned in orange firelight. Katelynn watches Lo, and I don’t need to see her mouth to know that she’s repulsed by him.

Keeping the specificities of the spell hidden was a good idea on my part.

I release North’s shoulder, but I keep my eyes on her as I assume my place in the circle. We stand across the bonfire from one another, North and South. Surely, I should feel something about this.

My opposite in this sacred circle. An unholy union. A dark binding.

She flips me off, and I force myself not to clench my jaw. I refuse to give her the satisfaction. This is not her game, not her rules. It’s mine; they’re mine. So, yes, she’s a woman. No, I don’t like her. I’m evaluating her personality, not her body, and I can tell that she’s going to fight me every step of the way. Why, when it’s fucking obvious that she doesn’t want my job?

All six of my hat’s eyes flick back open, but she stares them down, too.

When Tanner returns, he has a squirming lump in a leather sack that he tosses onto the ground beside the now roaring fire. It crackles in the cool and empty night, glittering motes of bat dust and moth powder floating in the air.

Beautiful poison. A deadly lure. That’s what it means to become a part of the Witchwoods.

North stares down at the struggling lump in the bag, but she doesn’t move. Instead, she looks up and meets my eyes through the flames.

My lips twist into a mirthless smile behind my mask. Can she see the glint in my gaze? Sorry, Katelynn Poppy. This is happening. Really hope you were telling the truth and that you’re not religious. If you are ... well, ain’t that a bite.

I begin to hum.

And then, in the shadow of flames and under a moonless sky, we dance.

Four souls, one coven.

My coven.
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Kate

The tune we hum is eerie, spooky and disconcerting. I don’t focus on that. All of my energy is on keeping my feet moving, spinning when the others spin, clasping hands when they clasp hands, twisting my hips from side to side as we make our way around the fire.

Shirtless and barefoot, wearing a necklace of bones and flowers, sewn into a pair of tight leather pants with sinew for thread. Under different circumstances, the dance might feel ridiculous. But not here, not like this.

The fire is hot, but the woods at my back are coldly neutral. That’s nature, I guess, but it feels amplified here. Right and wrong, good and evil, those are not concepts understood by these woods. It is painfully, horrifically neutral. That owl creature felt similarly to me, like something outside of humanity’s scope of morality.

I skip and spin, clapping my hands when Brooks does, putting my arms in the air when he does, shifting my heels back and forth in the dirt in unison. The flames dance higher and higher in response to our rhythm and our sound, this bizarre but haunting song that doesn’t compete with the sounds of the forest, but joins with it.

Hooting owls. Screaming wildcats. Skittering rodents. Ravens calling to one another. The rustle of underbrush and the snapping of branches. Scurrying feet. Running water. Flapping wings (just hopefully not the wings of the giant owl). Our pounding feet. Our panting breaths behind the metallic reek of the iron masks.

The dry clinking of our bone necklaces adds to the ambiance as we go round and round, round and round, until I’m dizzy and soaked in sweat. My breasts hurt from dancing and leaping and spinning without a bra, and my braid is wrapped around my neck like a noose.

I don’t dare to reach up and unwind it, careful to follow Brooks exactly. How do you know he isn’t binding you here rather than working to send you home? The thought remains, but I don’t put any stock in it. I can see in all three of their eyes that getting out of these woods is the only thing that matters. Whatever else they’re lying to me about, that much is true.

What if they go home and you get stuck here in their places? I don’t know how any of this works, but I’m also inexperienced and alone. They’ve trapped me here, in a pitch-black fantasy forest in the middle of the night. I’d be dead from hypothermia before morning. If I managed not to get eaten myself, I’d probably eventually die of starvation.

All I can do at this point is what they tell me to do.

I don’t like it, but it’s the smart choice, the only choice. It’s the practical choice.

The men come to a sudden stop, and I stumble slightly before righting myself to do the same. They clasp their hands in front of them, roll their wrists, extend their arms and then spread them wide.

Tanner steps forward, pulling a knife from his belt and cutting the tie on the leather sack. He drags a live animal from the squirming bag and hefts it up by the leg. A purple toad struggles lazily in his grip, trilling as it expands its vibrating vocal sack. It’s covered in bioluminescence that snakes across its aubergine skin like lavender ribbons.

I swallow back my unease.

I’m as trapped, as trussed, as that fucking toad.

I don’t close my eyes as he slits its throat. I’m proud of myself for that. But when Tanner brings the amphibian to Brooks, and he yanks his mask down, I worry about what he’s going to do next.

What I’m going to have to do.

Tanner lifts the bleeding animal up and Brooks tilts his head back, letting the other man fill his mouth with fresh, hot blood. I’m speechless as Tanner makes his way to Marlowe next, and Brooks steps forward, spewing the blood into the flames and then stepping back again. He runs his arm across his mouth and stares at me through the flames.

I can’t look at him and his blood-smeared lips, but when I turn to Marlowe, he’s no different. He steps forward and does the same, spitting blood and turning the orange fire red.

Then Tanner is standing in front of me and my hand is trembling as I pull my mask down.

What if I throw up? I might throw up. I think I’m going to throw up.

Now, I do close my eyes, tilting my head back. I try to think of anything but what’s actually happening as hot, viscous liquid hits my lips. This is no different than eating a medium-rare steak, I tell myself, but it is different.

My mouth tastes of copper and salt as I drop my chin and close my lips around it, fighting the urge to gag as I approach the flames. Just like the men did, I spit the liquid into the bonfire and it gets even redder. When Tanner completes the act, the flames shift into a crimson that’s almost black.

Marlowe approaches Brooks next, placing something in his mouth that he chews and swallows. Along with a little extra toad blood, I’m sure. Tanner is next. Then it’s my turn.

I accept the item—a small, black mushroom with red gills—chewing it and swallowing even as my body fights me on the act. Marlowe smiles in a way that makes my blood blossom with rage, but other than clenching my fists at my sides, I do nothing.

He returns to his spot, eats one of the mushrooms himself, and then waits.

Brooks draws a knife with a white hilt from his belt and lifts it up to his chest. He doesn’t flinch as he traces the design scarred into his skin and surrounded by tattoos. Blood drains down his chest and the impressive planes of his abs, collects in those spectacular grooves on his hips, runs down the crotch of his leather pants.

He makes his way to Tanner first, doing the same to him. The designs on their chests are identical, wings and moons and triangles woven together in a heart-shaped crest. Same with Marlowe. He’s the third to bleed under Brooks’ knife, and then the man is standing in front of me, and my knees go weak in anticipation of the pain.

Happy birthday, Kate, I tell myself as the tip of the blade finds the smooth skin above my breasts. I shove the metal mask back into place to stifle any sounds of pain, my entire body quivering as Brooks expertly carves the symbol into me with his knife.

As hot, red rivulets run down my naked skin to the waistband of my pants, my vision begins to blur and I can see creatures watching from all around the clearing. Glowing eyes and big teeth and claws wrapped around the trunks of trees.

Brooks places the blade back in its sheath and then braces two big, bloody hands on my shoulders. When he leans down and puts his tongue on the wound, I almost pass out.

It doesn’t feel good. No, it hurts. It hurts so badly that silent tears are rolling down my face, but I say nothing. I wouldn’t dare.

He traces the entire design with his tongue before standing up straight and putting his hand on the back of my neck. Shit. I’m drawn forward, my lips pressed into the hot skin of his chest. Why didn’t they explain this to me before we came outside?!

But I know why.

Because they thought I might refuse, and they didn’t want to give me the chance.

I trace the complicated swoops of the arcane shape with my tongue. Bat wings and antlers, curved horns and tails with arrowhead tips. I can’t help but notice the correlation between this design and those shadows—including my own.

Keep thinking clinically, Kate, and you’ll get through this.

Clinically.

Right.

With my tongue pressed to a stranger’s bloody wound.

“You’re not ... religious, are you?”

Now I understand what he was asking. This is positively wicked, lewd and primal and unholy.

I press my palms flat against Brooks’ impressive abs, leaning in and smelling blood and fresh sweat, wet earth and a strong floral scent from the dried flowers on his necklace. Underneath all that, embers and sparks and heat. His blood is metallic and tangy on my tongue, but it’s better than the toad’s blood.

Think clinically.

We made a sacrifice and now we’re exchanging our own blood. Makes sense from what little I know about rituals and magic—not that I ever believed any of it was real. I wanted to. I wanted to so badly. I needed to believe that my grandma was telling me the truth, that the one family member in my life who stuck around wasn’t full of shit.

Turns out that my grandmother was as veracious as she claimed to be.

Somehow, despite the fact that she entered the Witchwoods only eighteen years ago, she never ran into these guys. When I think about the looks on the men’s faces when I asked them what they’d have done if I wasn’t a young woman, if they’d have forced themselves on me anyway ... then I’m glad I’m the one that’s here and that my grandma never met them.

Brooks steps back, unsmiling, wild. Tanner takes his place, gripping my shoulders and lowering his mouth to my bloodied skin. Where Brooks was quick and sure with his tongue, Tanner is slow and languid, like he’s enjoying this.

I reassess my earlier thoughts: Marlowe is bad, Brooks is worse, and Tanner is the worst.

I tilt my head back and close my eyes, but I can still hear the men humming, can feel the heat of the flames, see the fire dancing behind my eyelids.

Tanner’s tongue is hard and relentless, hungry in a way that has nothing to do with magic or the thrill of escape. His hands slide down my arms, fingertips rough from years spent in the woods with the grip strength to match. He ends with his hands encircling my waist, fingertips nearly touching.

I’m not a small girl, five-seven and cushy but healthy from all the physical activity that goes into setting up the scaffolding, climbing on roofs, and painting outside all day. But Tanner isn’t so much human as he is ... other. A part of the Witchwoods. Unnaturally large and powerful and lonely.

That’s the feeling I get as he licks me with a vigor and excitement that was lacking in Brooks, and my body breaks out in a feverish shiver. When he’s finished the design, he doesn’t stop, licking my collarbone and then my neck.

I snatch a fistful of his hair and tug him back, bringing his bloodied lips into view. His eyes are nearly black. Not just the irises, not just from the shadows, but everything. As I watch, that inky darkness bleeds across the whites of his eyes and obliterates them. When I look at Brooks, I see the same. Are my eyes like that now, too?

Tanner clutches my head to his chest with a strong hand in the back of my hair, tugging me to him and letting his own head fall back in bliss. He never stops humming, but the sounds are mixed with groans of need that are reflected back in the hard bulge pressed against my stomach.

He’s aroused and, as I lift on my tiptoes to put my tongue to his chest, I realize that I am, too.

What the fuck, Katelynn? What the actual fuck? There’s something in the air, something that makes me feel as wild and unhinged as the look on Tanner’s face, like I’m becoming a part of the woods myself. Half a night here, and that beautiful poison is already ruining me from the inside-out.

Just like with Brooks, I brace myself on Tanner’s abs, and he lets out a growl that he quickly stifles by shoving his iron mask back over his mouth. His eyes crack open and slide down to me, black and inhuman and feral.

When he steps aside, I start to wonder what else this ritual might entail.

“If I initiate something, you go along with it.”

My breath catches as Marlowe takes his place in front of me and this time, when I think about his fingers inside of me, something different happens. An uncomfortable, throbbing pulse takes over between my thighs, and I can feel my nipples hardening against the small skulls adorning my necklace. When I shift, the bones move and I feel flower petals on my breasts instead.

The sensation is horribly overwhelming.

That cool, apathetic neutrality washes over me, the woods climbing into my veins. I’m no longer a trapped and manipulated woman surrounded by strangers, I’m a female in heat surrounded by virile males. Think clinically, Kate. Clinically, goddamn it.

But it’s too late.

I’m not a woman with unknown men, but a witch with her coven. I can feel it, this connection snapping into place between me and the three missing Witchwoods men. When Marlowe removes his mask, he’s wearing that same resigned determination from before, and the feel of his tongue on my skin is even more perfunctory than Brooks’.

His eyes are as black as mine and when his hands tighten on my hips, I feel claws. When I lift my own hands up, I find my nails elongated and pointed at the tips. My very DNA is shifting, making room for something new, for that magic I chased so fiercely when I knew that I should very well have left it alone.

Despite Marlowe’s teasing and crudeness, he’s as trapped in all this as I am. I can’t help but wonder if he wasn’t coerced into the woods by either Tanner or Brooks. Maybe he’s a victim who’s become a perpetrator?

A groan escapes me as his lips trail across my skin, tongue lapping up the blood from my oozing wound. I clutch at his head, and my hips rock in his grip, his claws scraping my skin just above the waistband of my leather pants.

Our eyes meet as we switch places, and something odd happens. I kiss him. He seems momentarily surprised, blinking so rapidly that some of the white returns to his eyes, but then I’m nipping his lip and working my way down his neck to his chest. His eyes roll back and shift with shadows again as I lick and swallow greedily, hungrily.

This isn’t ... it’s not right ... I shouldn’t ... Why do I like this so much? What have they done to me?

Marlowe steps back, and the men shift places so that we’re standing at the four cardinal points again, but much closer together this time. The bonfire is at Brooks’ back as he draws out a small bag filled with black powder, pouring it into his palm and then blowing it across the wound on my chest.

A glittering cloud settles onto my skin, sticking to the blood and saliva in each carefully carved line. The trees around the clearing flicker with our shadows, four monstrous silhouettes dancing when their owners have already stopped.

I shift nervously as Brooks tosses the bag onto the ground, all three of them staring me down with solid black eyes, the brims of their pointed hats curled above their sweat-soaked and bloodied foreheads.

In unison, all three lift their fingers and point into the woods.

I don’t have to be told twice.
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Kate

My skin feels like it’s on fire, and there are ants marching in my blood. I can barely think past the throbbing drum of my pulse and the insistent, swollen heat between my legs.

Run. Chase. Hunt. Pursue.

I turn and take off in bare feet, my bone necklace clanking as I sprint past dew-covered ferns that glow with their own soft light. Double-tailed cats dance out of my way on nimble toes as I come up short with a giant banana slug in my way. I dart around him and his eyestalks swivel to follow me.

As I run, I shove the metal mask into place, stifling my own breath. The same primal energy that’s making me run is telling me to keep quiet, that this is a game best played in silence unless I want to become prey in a way that has nothing to do with the heat between my legs and everything to do with my corpse in a bloated pit in the ground.

My ears are pricked for the sound of flapping wings, but all I can hear is my heart, thundering wildly against my ribs. The sound of my feet pounding the earth. My frantic breath echoing behind the mask.

Even though it should be too dark to see, I’m able to pick my way through the woods without much trouble. Something about that spell, about my pupil taking over my entire eye. Like a cat. Like a creature. Like a witch.

Something big and hot and hard hits me, and I stumble, catching onto the edge of a low stump to keep from falling. My fingers scrape dirt and ferns and crumbly bark as strong hands grip my hips and a palm presses down hard between my shoulder blades. My face hits the spongy surface of the stump, cushioned by a thick layer of moss, and I almost howl.

Not sure where that even comes from, but it’s there in my throat, clawing its way up. My efforts to stifle that sound turn it into a moan that’s caught by my mask and certainly doesn’t count as speaking. When Marlowe initially attacked me, a groan or a snort or a hum didn’t seem to matter.

Only words. Only words are dangerous.

I cry out as that rough hand jerks my leather pants over my ass, but it isn’t a cry of pain or fear or anger: it’s one of pure, unbridled lust. I’ve been captured by whatever spell I helped to cast. Dancing. Humming. Bleeding. Consuming.

Fucking.

I should’ve known that it would all come down to fucking. What’s more primal than bloodletting? Than dancing around flames in the middle of the forest? Just sex. It’s all that’s left.

Based on the needy frenzy of the man behind me, I know that it’s Tanner. He was the only one that seemed like he was interested beyond the magic we just wove. This is more than a ritual for him, and he makes that obvious to me when he leans his body over mine, metal mask hanging and brushing across my skin.

Bloody lips brush over the shell of my ear as he snakes a hand underneath me, shoving the necklace aside to find my breasts. A rough thumb slips between my hardened nipple and the bed of moss beneath me.

A tiny, little kernel of logic rests in the back of my mind, screaming that I should have been told about this before we started the spell. It’s too late now, and I want this as much as anyone—even Tanner. The magic is inside of me and with it, I’ve become a part of the Witchwoods. Sex isn’t good or bad here. Isn’t loving or cruel. Isn’t consensual or forceful. It just is. Like an animal. Like a beast. Like a witch.

Tanner pushes his huge, hard cock between my wet, swollen folds, seating himself inside of me with an unhinged growl. He digs his feet into the ground for leverage and drives hard, ensuring that we’re as close together as physically possible, that every inch of him is fully sheathed in tight, slippery heat.

I make another primal sound, writhing against him, using the stump to push back against him as hard as he’s grinding into me. No thrusting yet, just him pushing forward and me rubbing back. We nestle together, two wild things in the woods, and then he bites down on my neck and his teeth are slightly pointed.

Even through the haze of lust and magic, I have enough consciousness left to think what the fuck? I bite my own lip and sure enough, tiny fangs dig into my skin. Two on each side, I think. They hurt for a second, followed by a rush of pure pleasure. It scoots through my body, digging into my veins, and then I am the one that’s glowing.

Tanner, too. I can see the glow he casts over me as he releases my neck and sits up, bracing one hand on my upper back and the other on my left hip. My hat falls sideways, obscuring my eyes, but he pushes it back into place and then starts to fuck.

Each movement of his body against mine brings with it the dry click of old bones, the jangle of charms from his hat, and the slick slide of his cock inside my pussy. It’s so quiet in the woods that I can hear the obscene wet sucking sound of my body trying to hold onto his, every slap of flesh on flesh as he drives forward, all of the crazed and unsettled noises that he’s making.

I’m making them, too, plaintive, mewling cries mixed with his grunts and growls. When he removes the hand from my hip, the sounds change to muffled groans as he fixes his mask back in place. He doesn’t trust his tongue not to speak and neither do I. It’d be so easy to slip, to find ourselves at the mercy of the Hag Wytch.

I dig my nails into the moss, loosening big clumps of it as I scrabble at the stump in feverish pleasure. I knock fans of luminous fungi onto the ground, uproot a tiny redwood seedling, dig my toes into the wet dirt as I curl them with excitement and anticipation.

He delivers.

Oh yes he fucking does.

Punches that dick deep. Draws out. Fights back in through my tight muscles. His hands are all over me, savoring everything. It’s almost enough to make me believe what he said about worshiping me. Only, this is less of a supplication and more of an obsessive indulgence.

Pleasure blooms between my legs, curling through my body in lazy, liquid heat. Tanner pumps it through me with each roll of his hips, stirring up my need. He goes hard, hard, harder—

Tanner’s voice is loud, but wordless as he moans and spasms against me, clutching at me, hard muscles locking, cock twitching and spurting hot liquid into my core. I shove my ass back against him, his stubbled face lowered to brush against me. We rub and undulate against one another as he empties himself, dragging my mask down and offering up his inked forearm for me to bite.

I dig my teeth into him, riding out his wave as I wish fervently for my own.

He steps back suddenly and leaves me empty, frantic. One big hand cracks my ass and then I’m sitting up and stripping my leather pants, fixing my mask.

This time, when I run, I’m basically naked.

Naked in the woods with only a bone necklace and a hat for company, hot seed running down my inner thighs, blood on my chest and on my lips beneath an iron mask. I’m still glowing, like all of the other strange creatures that live here, sprinting past small mossy knolls and spider webs bigger than I am, past tiny doors at the bases of large trees.

I can hear somebody behind me, darting between trunks and gaining speed. Even though I want to be caught, I sprint a little faster into the shadows of the woods, encountering a large silver wolf. He looks my way with amber eyes until he notices the thing that’s chasing me.

Even the wolf doesn’t want to bother a witch in rut.

Brooks’ massive form knocks into mine, sending me sprawling onto the ground. It’s all a game, and we both know it, but it’s hard not to get caught up in the frenzy. I’m fighting him like a wildcat as he turns me onto my back, my nails raking his face and hitting the metal of his mask. It falls off, swinging from its chain. My knee flies up and nearly makes contact with his crotch, but he catches it and shoves my legs apart.

His pants are already gone, and he’s as naked as I am, wearing bones and an iron mask. Six red eyes glow on the cone of his witch hat.

They look like they want to fuck me, too.

The design on Brooks’ chest bleeds red across my skin as he locks my wrists against the forest floor and mounts me without preamble. My body is wet enough and aroused enough to take him, but it’s still a stretch as he works his massive cock into me. Whatever magic it was that this forest worked on his hair and eyes, on his muscles, it also worked on his dick.

His balls feel huge and swollen as he rocks forward and they press firmly against my ass. He holds himself there, staring down into my eyes with his solid black ones. His hat is crooked, the pointed tip curled like a ram’s horn, bones and dried roses and teeth pinned over its black suede brim.

I put the full force of my body into trying to throw him off, but all I can do is arch my back underneath him and lift my breasts for his viewing pleasure. He looks, but he doesn’t touch, keeping me pinned as he draws his hips back and then rams them forward, bottoming-out inside of me as I groan and writhe, shaking my head back and forth and tangling my braided hair with twigs and pine needles.

Brooks pulls almost all the way out of me and then punches the entire weight of his body forward, knocking my ass into the dirt and making my breasts bounce along with the necklace. He’s slow and methodical and hard. Each snap of his hips against my pelvis echoes through the trees, a warning to other predators to stay away.

Faster, faster, in and out. That’s what I want to say, chasing an elusive orgasm that won’t come. I thrust against Brooks when he pulls out, but that just makes him pause. I can barely keep the tip in as I frantically grind against it, giving up when I realize that he isn’t going to move for me. Instead, I relax into the dirt and let him do what he wants to do.

A rough, forceful in. A drag of his cock as he nearly slips out. He releases my arms, and I dig my newfound claws into the skin of his inked biceps. That’s when I notice the first of the tattoos on my previously naked arms. They’re moving like tentacles across my silver skin, swirls of black velvet painting me with designs that match the ones on Brooks.

He slams into me again, locking us together with a possessive grip on either side of my pelvis. Brooks curls his big form over me, so that he can clamp his bloody lips around my nipple, so that he can bite. The feel of his fangs in my skin is enough to urge my climax to the surface, to taunt my bones and blood with pleasure. My toes curl and my back arches like a satisfied housecat.

But I don’t come—yet. I drag my mask off, desperate for a breath of fresh air.

My nipple slips from Brooks’ mouth as he peers up at me. If he weren’t glowing, I wouldn’t see him, that’s how dark it is out here. His black eyes, the six red ones on his hat, they all watch me like they’re waiting to see what I’ll do.

I throw myself forward and manage to catch Brooks’ lower lip between my teeth, leaving a mark of my own. Got you. He narrows eight eyes in my direction, intercepting my hand as I try to slide it down my belly to find my clit. No! I almost say it aloud, but Brooks puts my mask back on for me.

The noises I make are needy and feral, embarrassing. I’ll have to try my hardest not to think about this tomorrow.

My hips buck in search of friction as Brooks pins me down to the dirt with a single hand over both of my wrists. He sits back up, iron mask swaying as he mates me like an animal. Where’s the stern, serious alpha-hole from the cottage? He’s melted into something barbarous and savage.

We’re so wet together, a mess on my thighs and a slickness below his navel. Balls-deep in Tanner’s cum, Brooks fucks his way to an orgasm that I can feel in every part of my body. He grips my hair with one hand, braces himself with the other, and climaxes on top of me, the heavy weight of his body grinding mine into the dirt.

Just as quick, he’s pulling out of me and hauling me to my feet. When his attention shifts up to the darkness of the trees above us, I realize that there’s a hint of gray light in the air. Sunrise is coming.

I spin away from him, stumbling on shaky feet and panting as I hide behind a tree to catch my breath. My body feels too tender and needy to run, so I don’t. I slink from trunk to trunk, listening for footsteps, wondering where Marlowe is, knowing that this is going to be the most difficult part of the night for me.

He’s the one that trapped me here. I hate him. When we get home, I might stab him. I want to. I want to make him pay for what he did to me, but I’m also not fully myself. The witch in the woods that I am right now, she wants to fuck him first.

I step out from behind the tree and turn, intending on chasing Marlowe down myself. I can feel time slipping through my fingers, and I know that if we hit sunrise and the ritual isn’t finished, that we’ll have to do it all over again.

I don’t have to look far. He’s right there, waiting for me.

Marlowe grabs me by the back of the neck and walks me into the tree that I was using to hide from him. Our eyes are locked as he cocks his head at me, but even with an all-black gaze, I can see that this is only about the magic for him. Unlike with Tanner, he wouldn’t be fucking me if it weren’t for the spell.

Good.

Then we’re on the same page.

He yanks his mask down and then does the same to me. Closes his eyes. This time, it’s him kissing me. His tongue is wild and searching, cleaning the blood from my lips and teeth like he’s doing me a favor. When he bites me, it’s my lower lip that he takes between his teeth, sucking more of my blood into his hot, wicked mouth. I repay the favor by biting his tongue.

Marlowe ... I’d rather call him Lo ... takes my ass in his hands and hauls me up from the forest floor. My legs go around him as he pins my back to the soft, fuzzy bark of the tree. With one hand between us, he guides the scalding tip of his cock to the puffed-up folds of my pussy. It’s swollen as hell from having two huge men take me.

Adding a third to the list in a single night, when my previous body count was exactly one, is a massive undertaking. Pun intended.

Lo drags my body down to meet his, locking us together before he plants a palm on the tree trunk above my head. His other hand grips my ass to keep me where he wants me, and then he rolls my hips, forcing me up and down his rigid shaft. Unlike the other two, he ensures that my clit is trapped between our sweaty bodies, working it with a furious, deep grinding motion that churns my insides and hits me in all the right places.

I’m moaning again, so loudly that Marlowe puts my mask back on for me. His eyes are closed as he fucks me, his hat low enough to cover his brow. It lilts lazily to one side as he works his hips, driving me rapidly to the climax that I’ve been chasing for too long now.

They didn’t want me to come until the end.

I wonder why?

There’s no way for me to ask now—not that I would, even if I could—so I lose myself in the moment because there’s nothing else to do. It feels good, so wicked good, but I know I’m going to regret this whole situation come morning. Might as well wring the last of the pleasure from the fleeting night.

Marlowe turns his head finally, opening his eyes to look at me. I reach up to push his hat back for a better look, and he knocks my wrist aside like it’s nothing. His fingers tighten on my ass, claws digging into the soft flesh and making me bleed. I try again to touch his hat, and he slaps me away a second time. On the third attempt, he drags me away from the tree, drops to his knees and puts me on the ground.

A huge hand cages my neck, holding me down but not choking me, just keeping me away from him so that I can’t touch his goddamn hat. I’m going to make it a mission to touch that hat. The wild witch thing that I’ve become loves all of this, the banter and the power play, the friction and the heat.

My insides are wound tight, locking down on Lo until he can barely move, until he’s rubbing and rolling his pelvis more than he’s thrusting. I arch my back and dig my fingers into the dirt on either side of me, and then I let out a sudden, forceful exhale. My pussy loosens, and Marlowe makes a sound that’ll stick with me long after tonight, when I remember that he trapped me in the woods and that I hate him.

“Mm.” He makes the sound and then chokes on it, cutting off the word as he releases my neck and buries his face against the side of it instead. When his breath hits the side of my Tanner-bitten throat, I come so hard that I can’t breathe.

The orgasm surges along with a fresh splash of power and ink. My skin is marked and filled like a coloring book, and my channel locks on Marlowe and pulses, throbs, squeezes him into coming with a low, deep grunt and a barely restrained curse. I hear ffff before he gets control of himself and growls instead, spilling inside of me with frantic, jerky motions of his hips.

I’m still sparkling with magic, halfway between panting and laughing, when he hauls ass out of me and stands up, yanking me along with him. I’m drawn into Marlowe’s arms, and then we’re running full tilt back through the woods.

“Shit, shit, fuck,” he groans, his mask hanging off his bloodied face. My eyes widen because I can feel in my bones what a bad idea it is to talk inside these woods, but Marlowe’s already terrified, teeth gritted, running as fast and hard as he can.

That’s when I hear the singing.

It’s absolutely fucking beautiful, a woman’s voice drowning the woods in the sweet sounds of a language I know that I’ve never heard before. It hits me in the heart, and I feel tears running down the sides of my ashy, bloody face. They hit the wound on my chest as my glowing body cools, and the fervor of the spell begins to fade away.

It’s much brighter in the forest now, although a thick wood like this never really brightens up. There are no breaks between the trees, just a solid canopy of evergreen boughs that block out the sky. When I look at Marlowe, I see that his eyes are normal again. One glance down at my hands is enough to see that my claws are gone.

The music weaves into my bones as my eyelids begin to slide shut and Marlowe shouts at the top of his lungs.

“Motherfucker, son of a bitch, cucking, cocksucking, stupid goddamn Hag!” The angry sound of his words drags me back from the deep, and I realize that it’s the music that’s making me sleepy.

“That’s the Hag?” I ask, pulling my mask down. Alarm bells are ringing in my skull. There’s no time to be weirded out by ... what the actual fucking fuck did I just do? My cheeks blaze as Marlowe leaps fallen logs and skirts the edge of a rock-lined cave entrance with butterflies pouring into it.

“She sings the world to sleep,” he grates out between his teeth, and then we’re catching up to Brooks and Tanner.

“What happens at sunrise?”

“Sleep happens.” Okay. So Tanner was being straight with me.

“Go, go, go,” Brooks urges, panting heavily as we shoot through the clearing with the now-doused bonfire. “Go, Lo, go!”

Marlowe’s muscles bunch and then release in a rush of speed that makes me dizzy, and I recognize the tree that leads to the cozy little cottage. That big knot of wood on the front is a dead giveaway. I’d wonder if it were too obvious, but they’ve clearly been living here for a while.

“Coven help us,” Marlowe whispers as the music gets louder and birds in the trees begin to trill along with the same melody. His steps slow, like he’s slogging through mud, and then he’s stumbling and nearly dropping me on the ground.

I’m not sure what else to do, so I slap him in the face as hard as I can, and he blinks his way out of the daze to stare at me. But he does find his feet, even as my own head lolls on my shoulders. I hear the sound of the door’s mechanism releasing and then we’re spilling onto the landing and Marlowe collapses to his knees with a groan.

He just barely has the strength to turn, so that I’m not crushed against the wall by, well, a wall of muscle. He slumps onto the floor with me naked on his lap, head falling back as he struggles to keep his eyes open.

I’m yawning, too, and far too groggy to move. The last place in the world I’d want to sleep is on Marlowe Waverley’s lap—naked. But it’s too late. My head flops onto his shoulder as I see Tanner and Brooks pulling the door closed with their combined strength (which doesn’t seem to be all that much right now).

“Pull, East, pull,” Brooks urges Tanner around a huge yawn. The lullaby from outside dims as the wood swings shut, but not fast enough. It’s not enough. We’re not going to make it.

“Come on, South. Come on.” Tanner is on his knees, dragging on the door with failing limbs.

Marlowe is breathing softly enough that I know he’s asleep, and I don’t really know what happens if we don’t get that door shut, but I have an idea that it might be really fucking bad.

I lunge forward and grab onto the polished wood handle, using the entire weight of my body to yank it back. It’s not much, but it’s enough to complement the efforts of the men. The door slams shut with a satisfying click, and I groan, slumping onto the ground and slamming into Tanner’s chest.

He somehow finds the strength to weave his fingers into my hair, and my last thought before I fall asleep is oh shit, that feels like more than just a casual touch.

And that is how I, Katelynn Poppy—painter, old house enthusiast, and proud Humboldt honey—become a witch.
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Tanner

Everything is different when I open my eyes on this particular morning.

The despair is gone and in its place, I have a naked young woman snoring on my lap and drooling on my dick. My fingers sweep through her hair as I yawn and blink my way back to consciousness, exhausted from the ritual last night but satisfied that we’ve finally completed our fucking coven.

I knew we’d find ourselves a wife, but a woman as beautiful as this? What a lucky break. I wet my lips and try to push back the urge to roll her onto her back and mount her. Better yet, I could just shove my dick in her mouth and wake her up that way. She’s already drooled all the hell over it.

I don’t do anything but sit there, undoing her braid and combing her hair with my fingers.

“Just because she’s in the coven doesn’t mean she’s going to like you,” Brooks offers, sitting up and swiping his arm across his dirty, bloodstained mouth. “If being in the coven meant liking one another, the three of us would be best friends.”

“I don’t give a fuck if she likes me,” I state plainly, and Brooks gives his most broken, degrading laugh, the one that used to send us both into fistfights when we were the only ones living in this cottage. Marlowe helped a lot, but he didn’t fix everything.

Maybe this woman will fix it all for us?

“Sure thing.” Brooks leans back against the wall, closing his eyes and throwing his arm across his bent knee. His other leg is extended out, toes nearly touching North’s plump, white ass. I almost growl, but I know that I have to share. My nostrils flare as I exhale. “I can’t believe we pulled that off.”

“Maybe we should take a rest day and do the other spell tomorrow?” My suggestion is met with Brooks’ wide eyes and wild, angry stare. I’m not sure why he cares so much. We’ve both been in here long enough that our lives are ruined, that our friends and family are decrepit or dead. Even if anyone we knew is still alive, they won’t believe the young faces and bullshit stories that we might give them in explanation for our absence.

Not to mention the physical changes. The muscles. The scars. The tattoos. The hair. The eyes. Our bodies have been consumed by the Witchwoods, chewed up, and spit back out looking entirely different than when they went in. If I hadn’t been trapped here for forty years, I might’ve enjoyed that part of the deal.

I toy with North’s hair, that coppery orange-brown flushed with new color, orange as a pumpkin. Underneath, she’s got a layer of raven-black hair. I’m curious to see what her hazel eyes will look like now that the spell is complete.

She exhales and mews softly in her sleep, and her lips brush my already hard cock. The urge to take her mouth is there, but I know better. She’s the type that might wake up by clamping her teeth down tight.

I grin because I love that sort of fire in a woman.

“If North has a house and money and a job, she might still have those things if she’s only gone for thirty days. If we turn her into a social pariah like the rest of us, where are we going to live? How are we going to get by?” Brooks shoves up to his feet with a scowl directed down at me, one that he quickly smooths over because he’s the 'leader’ and has to act like it.

I wish I could blame him for trapping me in the Witchwoods, the way Marlowe blames me. The way that Katelynn is certain to blame Marlowe. But it’s not entirely Brooks’ fault. I saw him first. I approached him. It was my mistake, and that one stupid decision cost me my life, whatever it was worth.

I had nothing until she showed up here.

Now that I have Katelynn, I’m not letting her out of my sight. From this moment on, she’s mine for no other reason than an accident. She chose to test the legend on a moonless night. She ran by chance into Marlowe. Her blood sings with the power of the northwoods, and our coven was missing a witch with that very power.

Coincidence, timing, and circumstance.

With a groan, she comes to only to realize that my rigid cock is in her face.

“What the fuck?” Katelynn sits up suddenly, doing her best to scramble away from me. It’s so easy to capture that nipped waist with my arm, to drag her close until her breasts are slamming into my naked chest. She doesn’t fight me, not at first, eyes darting around the room as she struggles to get her bearings.

Waking up in the Witchwoods isn’t like waking up back home. Morning cobwebs are like nets that drag and bind, a weighted creakiness to the limbs, a disorientation and the strange realization that an entire month has gone by since you closed your eyes.

It’s fucking hell, and it never gets easier.

Katelynn goes stiff and still in my arms, her eyes drifting from the scabbed wound on my chest to the one on hers. To the ink in her arms that marks us all as belonging to one coven. Then the reality of what happened last night dawns on her and I see her eyes widen.

Oh, shit yes. I wondered what would happen to that gold-flecked gray when the magic took hold, and I’m pleased to see that her irises are now split in half. Silver on the left side, gold on the right. Fucking stunning. The coloring works well with her orange and black hair, a change she hasn’t yet registered amongst everything else.

The sticky evidence of last night’s couplings is all over my thigh, but a man can’t live in the Witchwoods for long if he’s easily squeamish or grossed out. We’re covered in toad blood, in each other’s blood, in saliva and cum. It’s just the way things are here. The Witchwoods don’t give a fuck about anyone’s feelings.

Katelynn—I like the idea of calling her Kate—stares into my eyes for long moments before she tries to extricate herself. It’s useless. She’s not going anywhere unless I let her go.

“What the fuck?” she repeats, and I offer a tight smile.

“Give yourself some time to get used to the sensations. Don’t rush it.” I let her go because I want to see if she’ll take my advice. She doesn’t. She stands up too quickly, stumbles, and ends up falling against the door with a groan, legs shaking like a kirin foal.

I cross my arms as Marlowe lies slumped on the foyer floor beside me, snoring softly.

Kate is naked and glorious, her skin dirt-streaked and blood-spattered. She looks like the wild thing she was last night, rubbing her plump ass against me and begging wordlessly for my cock. It was obscene, and I liked every second of it. I loved it. Not only have I been unwillingly celibate since I got here, but I haven’t even seen a woman my age. I’m hungry, and I’m not afraid to admit it. Tack on last night’s ritual? On the fact that we’re part of the same coven?

An obsession has taken hold of me, and I don’t intend to fight it.

Kate is mine.

So I meant what I said to Brooks: I really and truly do not care if she likes me. We’re stuck with each other.

I stand up, as naked as she is. I shed my pants after we fucked last night and now I’m regretting it. I’ll have to head out and look for them after we bathe.

With a frustrated growl, Marlowe comes to like he’s startled, the same way he wakes up every day. Since he hasn’t been here as long as we have, he still has some of that stupid, impossible hope. Guess it isn’t entirely unfounded. He might see his parents again, might see his siblings, might even see his girlfriend.

It’s only been twenty years for him, after all.

“Why is waking up here everyday like the worst sort of purgatory?” he moans, head hanging down, witch hat on the floor in front of him. He snatches it up without even bothering to look back at Kate, like he’s forgotten she’s there.

Marlowe is down three steps before the memory crashes into him, and he whips a look over his shoulder, sucking his breath through his teeth when he sees her standing naked in her hat and bone collar, our combined cum sticky and pearly on her inner thighs. She clenches them together and covers her plump, fuck-swollen pussy with a single hand.

“What the fuck?” she repeats for the third time, gaze flicking between me and Marlowe. Brooks is long gone, starting the fire for breakfast. We’ll all need to eat well if we want to have the strength to pull off yet another complicated, powerful spell on the back of the first.

“Come downstairs and I’ll get you a robe,” I tell her, because if she doesn’t cover up, I’m going to fuck her again. She’d probably fight me on it, and I’m not a goddamn rapist. Kate belongs to me, but she’ll come willingly.

I rub my hand over my mouth and then hold it out to her, thinking she might need help getting down the stairs.

“Don’t touch me,” she hisses, like an angry cat.

Marlowe laughs, which is a stupid thing to do. He’s angry, but not at Kate—at himself. He feels like he cheated on Miriam which is dumb as hell. She’s probably married with kids now, but he won’t believe it until he sees it.

“Calm the hell down, North. It’s not like you didn’t want it last night.” Marlowe starts down the stairs just in time to avoid being pegged in the back of the head with Kate’s bone collar. She throws it at him with an impressive amount of force, but when she tries to lunge after him, she stumbles and would’ve fallen to her knees if I didn’t catch her.

“Let go of me,” she breathes, and I do. She ends up hitting her knees on the wood floor with a crack that makes her grit her teeth. Through sheer stubborn will, our North sits her bare ass on the steps and scoots down them one at a time, determined to do it all on her own.

Fine by me.

My type has always been mouthy, mean women. Sniveling and submission aren’t sexy unless it’s part of a bedroom game. My lips curve as I follow her down, drawing a fur robe from the closet, and presenting it to her.

She doesn’t even look at me as she snatches it and throws it over her trembling shoulders.

But before she walks away, she pauses and then turns purposefully to stare me down.

She can sense what’s going through my mind, and she doesn’t like it.

“Once we get out of here, I’ll never see you again,” she warns, but I just smile crookedly back at her. A silverback wolf once got me in the mouth, and my smile has never been the same. That same wolf is part of the robe that she’s now wearing on her shoulders. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. I don’t often start fights, but I always finish them.

“Oh, sure you will, Kate. Now that I’ve got you, I’m never letting you go.”

Her cheeks blaze, and her eyes flick over to a row of hunting knives hanging on the wall. I turn and select one with a nice grip, passing it over to her. She takes it with a look of confusion, and I wait.

“If you try to stab me, then it’s a fight that you started. I’ll have carte blanche to retaliate.” I grin at her, and she bares her teeth at me, just like the wolf I hunted down with blood pouring from my face.

“You’re assuming you’d live through the first swing,” she retorts with more bravado than skill. I can see her hand trembling on the knife, and I know she has absolutely no training whatsoever. She’s just a regular woman from a time period I can hardly contemplate. Marlowe’s knowledge is twenty years old already, and I can barely wrap my mind around the concept of the internet let alone YouTube or Myspace or whatever.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I say calmly, walking toward her and not bothering to hide the stiffness of my cock. Instead, I grip the base and lean in with that same crooked smile on my face. “I won’t touch you unless you touch me first. Deal?”

Kate curls her lip, stuffing the knife into the pocket of the robe and making her way over to where Marlowe is repositioning the breakfast table. She doesn’t wait for him to move any chairs, grabbing one for herself and sitting down.

I wet my lips and then move to join her, unhooking the chain of my mask and setting it on the table at her elbow. She does the same with hers.

I notice that she’s very, very careful not to touch me—not even by accident.

Oh, fuck yes, this is going to be fun.

North might hate me, but I like her already.

Sorry, Kate, but you’re mine. You’ll see.

I drag over my own chair, slump down, and wait for the drama to unfold.
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Kate

I can’t seem to catch my breath.

When I woke up this morning, not only was I staring at a thick veiny dick with a half-dozen piercings, but I also felt the weight of all the time I lost back home.

One month, gone.

Georgia is going to be in a panic, I realize. Fernanda will probably have given me up for dead, popping depression pills like candy and weeping. Tacy ... she’ll deal with the loss by doing something irrational like marrying her boyfriend when she’s only just met him.

Other than my dog, who would curl up and die on the Witch’s Tree if I never returned, there’s nobody around to miss me. My mom is dead. My cat is a bitch. My dad is remarried with a wife that’s a year younger than I am and two little kids that I barely know under his belt.

That’s ... that’s pretty much it.

I can feel that noose of loneliness on my throat, tightening ever so slightly. I slam my elbows onto the surface of the table and put my head in my hands, raking the fingers of both hands into my ... hair?

Huh?

I sit up and drag the too long strands over my shoulder, finding myself faced with orange and black instead of the ruddy copper-brown that I was born with. I look up and notice again Marlowe’s oil-slick hair, Brooks with his red and black, and ... Tanner. Split gold and black and full of shit.

I scoot my chair away from him, some basic instinct in me warning that if I do touch him, he’ll consider it some sort of consent. I do not consent. I don’t want him. I don’t want any of them and yet—

Mewling and whimpering and rolling my hips for them, shoving my ass against their cocks, kissing Marlowe’s bloodied lips.

I groan again and bury my face in my palms.

“Get all of your groaning and whining and existential crises over with during breakfast. After that, we have a lot of work to do.” Brooks puts a teapot down in the center of the table along with some handmade mugs.

I ignore him and his abhorrent lack of manners.

“You might’ve told me that sex was a part of the ritual.” I direct this statement to Marlowe for some reason. Out of the three, he seems the most likely to answer my questions. Tanner looks like he wants to have me for breakfast, and Brooks is moody, silent, and brooding. “Did Brooks hunt you both down and fuck you like that?” I wonder aloud, and Marlowe grits his teeth at me.

“There are five possible ways to complete the binding, but sex is the only one that works so fast. Did you want to spend two weeks building a binding through some sort of platonic bullshit like weaving a blanket? Because those were the choices we had.” Marlowe is indignant, but it’s Brooks who steps up beside the table with a jar of loose leaf tea and some strainers made of ... bone?

I shiver.

“I made the best choice I could for the sake of the coven,” Brooks states, and my eyes go wide as I shove up to my feet, sending the chair skidding backward. Don’t think about his black eyes on yours. Those hard, violent thrusts. The way he sounded when he came.

We glare at each other.

“If I’d told you in advance, what would’ve happened? You’d have thrown a fit and wasted time.” Brooks turns back to the cauldron as my hand slips into the pocket of the robe, fingering the knife that Tanner gave me. I’m under no delusions that I could actually stab him—none of the men would let that happen—but imagining it calms me down.

“You don’t know me at all, Mr. McDowell. Not at all. If you’d explained that to me—that the only way to get out of here without losing more time was to fuck, I’d have made that choice. But at least it would have been a choice. What you did was ... it was ...”

I don’t know what to say. It wasn’t forceful, definitely wasn’t an assault. I wanted to fuck the three of them last night more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life, but that feeling isn’t real. It was part of the spell, and I understand that, but ... it would’ve been nice to go in prepared.

I feel bamboozled. Tricked. Swindled.

Just like they dragged me into these woods against my will, they’re dicking me around—literally—even now.

I sit down with a sigh and drag a mug toward me, scooping tea into a strainer, and then adding the hot water. It smells nice, floral and bright. I blow on it before taking a sip and still nearly manage to burn my tongue off.

“What about ... I could get pregnant.” I look up, but Marlowe is already scoffing and shaking his head.

“What do you think that mushroom was that I fed you? It blocks fertility in anyone, male or female, for a few days. Maybe longer.” I wonder how Marlowe knows that. “You had to eat food from this world in order for us to bind you into the coven anyway. Served two purposes.” A smirk. “Remember? Two birds, one stone?” He lifts those same violating fingers of his.

I could kill him.

“How do you know all of this shit?” I ask in a bitchy tone that they all deserve. They haven’t exactly been nice to me since I got here. In fact, I wouldn’t be here at all if it weren’t for them, so they can get fucked. Respect is earned and none of them has earned it from me.

A massive tome drops onto the table, sloshing my tea and making me jump.

“Check the book,” Brooks commands without skipping a beat. He slides it across the table to Tanner and then returns to the cauldron where, apparently, witches cook their breakfast. It’s not the only cauldron either; there are several in here. “How do I know? My mentor taught me.”

No further explanation. Shocking.

“You had a mentor?” I ask as Tanner opens the book and flips through page after page of carefully scrawled cursive—in pencil. Whoever wrote it even took the time out of their day to trace faint guidelines on the unlined pages so that the text is even, neat, and displayed in perfect rows. Had to be Brooks. “I thought you said that everyone else who came to the Witchwoods was dead.”

I mop the spilled tea up with the sleeve of my robe and try not to notice the similarity between this garment and the wolf we saw in the forest last night, the one who was put off by the sight and smell of me and Brooks fumbling with each other.

Disgusting.

I sip my tea to hide the blush on my face. When I was in high school, I was certain that I’d met the love of my life. I started dating Nathan when I was in ninth grade, lost my virginity to him in tenth, and had a wonderful, easygoing relationship until we both graduated.

He told me at first that he was going to attend Humboldt State so that we could be together, live in my grandmother’s house. I could grow my business, he could go to school, and then we’d get married, have kids, do the whole life thing together.

It didn’t work out that way.

Nathan left me when he got accepted to Harvard, said that he needed someone that was on his intellectual level. Please. Getting accepted to college does not a genius make.

Anyway, he’s the only man I’ve ever slept with. I’ve toyed around with dating apps, had some back-and-forth text chats that never led to anything. And now?

I let my gaze drift from Tanner to Marlowe to Brooks.

Holy shit. Talk about going from zero to a hundred.

“Yes, I had a mentor,” Brooks finally answers. His belated response doesn’t seem to have anything to do with my long-winded introspection. He’s stirring the cauldron with a huge wooden spoon, the sweet smell of oats and fruit bubbling over. My mouth waters and my stomach clenches painfully.

Last night took a lot out of me. I tell myself it was the magic and not the sex, but it was definitely both.

“We said that everyone else that entered the Witchwoods was dead, not that they’d died instantly.” Marlowe scoffs as he sweeps both hands over his hair, closing his eyes like he’s in pain. I think he might be, something emotional twisting him up. He opens his eyes to look at me and then squints. “Hey, Humboldt County is basically a small town.” Marlowe leans in, one arm on the table as he peers into my soul. “Any chance you know a Miriam Caldwell?”

I just stare at him.

“Humboldt County has a population of 136,000 people. You think I know everyone in it?” I respond, but then I close my eyes and think hard about the question. Marlowe doesn’t deserve my kindness, but I can’t shake the expression on his face from last night. Miriam Caldwell. I dig into all the not-so-useless-now facts that I’ve collected over the years in regards to the Witchwoods.

Ah.

That’s right.

Marlowe Waverley had a serious girlfriend at the time he went missing. She spent months searching the woods for him, hired private investigators with her own money, brought in cadaver dogs even. I remember seeing old videos resurface that she’d posted online, her cute little emo makeup smeared with tears, streaks of hot pink and black in her white-blond hair.

I open my eyes to see that he’s seething over there. I should tell him to fuck off and wait to find out himself, but something about this feels too serious to mess around with. He stuck his fingers in me against my will. But I almost understand that, too. I’ve only been here one day, and I want to leave.

I want to go home.

If I had to stick my fingers in his ass or something to get out, then I guess ... I’d do it.

I still hate him.

“Miriam Caldwell is now Miriam Waverley. She changed her name after you went missing.”

Marlowe chokes on his tea and then stands up suddenly, sloshing it everywhere. He drags his fingers repeatedly through his dark hair, his obsidian eyes bearing down on me.

“In 2005, she married a man from one of your search parties.” I wrack my brain for the guy’s name. “Dennis ... Crater? Something like that. Anyway, he changed his name to Waverley, too, in honor of—”

“She married Dennis?!” Marlowe roars, and then he turns and throws his arm out, sending a wave of water sloshing across the floor. It’s ice-cold as it hits my ankles, and I hurriedly tuck my bare feet up onto the chair. “Dennis? Fucking Dennis?”

“Lo, knock it the fuck off,” Brooks snarls as he snatches at the cauldron to keep it from toppling over. Somehow, the fire doesn’t go out even when surrounded by water. “Your best friend and your girlfriend searched for you and then ended up falling in love. If only everyone we left behind could be so lucky.”

“How could she have married Dennis?” Marlowe moans, hitting his knees in the water with a big splash. He puts his hands up to his forehead and waterfalls rush over his skin like giant tears. It looks like frothing white rapids are coming out of his eyes.

My own are widened on him in utter shock, but I’ve seen a lot of strange things since I got here. This isn’t actually the weirdest.

“I always knew he had a thing for her, that slimy weasel. I should kill him when I get back. Who would know to look for me? Can’t fingerprint a dead man, am I right?” Marlowe slumps back in the water as both Tanner and Brooks ignore him.

The room is slowly flooding, but nobody else seems concerned, so I sip my tea and try to figure out if I should keep telling the story.

“They both have the last name Waverley in your honor, and they come to the Witchwoods every year to throw a candlelight vigil for you. Haven’t skipped it once in twenty years. Oh, and they have three kids. The oldest graduated from Eureka High—”

“Their kid is done with high school?” Marlowe asks, and then he scrambles up to his feet in the now shin-deep water. He stares at me like a cracked egg, something that’s just barely holding together. I can see his hurt oozing out of him like runny yolk. “Miriam and Dennis have a kid who is past high school?”

“His name is Frankie and his last name is also Waverley, if that helps any.” As soon as I say it, I can tell that it doesn’t. Not even a little bit. I try to imagine the pain in Marlowe’s eyes, the knowledge that the entire world has left you behind. Even if they remember you in passing, you’re not a part of it.

Shit.

When Marlowe went missing, Myspace was in fashion, My Chemical Romance was big news, and the viral video of the time was a guy singing Dragostea din tei aka the Numa Numa video. He might be the most 'modern’ of the three witch men, but he’s a long way from the hellish reality that is modern-day life.

Are these guys positive that they want to go home? There might be a Hag Wytch here, but the Witchwoods are neutral. It isn’t divisive politics and threats of another world war, a divided and angry internet, or a horde of phone-addicted social media zombies. Are you sure that you want to go home, Kate?

If it weren’t for my dog, then I ... wow. Maybe I don’t even know what 'home’ is anymore?

“My Chemical Romance still tours ...” I start hesitantly and Marlowe gives me such a cold, dark look that I regret saying anything at all. “If you’re worried about cheating on Miriam, you don’t have to be. She’s moved on, and you can, too.”

Marlowe literally picks up a whole-ass rocking chair and throws it at the wall. It shatters and falls into the rapidly growing pool of water.

“Fuck you, Kate.” He storms through the pool and through a door in the back of the room as I gape after him. As soon as he leaves, the water level begins to drop and within minutes, the place is bone-dry.

“Fuck me?” I ask, turning to Tanner. He’s still browsing through the book while Brooks stirs the pot. His lips twitch as he lifts his blue eyes from the text, raising that fancy brow of his in question.

“Is that what you want?” Tanner asks casually, but I ignore him.

“Do you know anything about my family?” Brooks asks, gently enough that I know he isn’t going to fly off the handle like his friend.

I swallow back the words and take a sip of my tea.

Do I know about the McDowell family? I do. But I wish that I didn’t.

“Can’t you guys just look this stuff up online when we get back?” I wonder aloud, but then they’re both looking at me like they don’t quite understand what I just said. Oh. Right. Tanner went missing in 1988, and Brooks in 1955.

“If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine,” he says, as if he doesn’t care. I can tell that he does, his fingers white-knuckled on the wooden spoon. I owe this stranger less than nothing. He risked my life by bringing me here, and he didn’t bother to tell me what last night’s ritual actually entailed.

But this is a kindness that I’d even grant to an enemy. Maybe not my worst enemy, but an enemy of his caliber, sure.

Didn’t Brooks have a little sister who went missing at the same time he did? Sharyn McDowell? I do know my Witchwoods lore, and I know that she went missing the same day as him. It’s possible that she disappeared for another reason, and he just ended up at the Witch’s Tree looking for her. Sharyn also could’ve been here at some point, but ... if she was, she’s not here anymore.

Yeah, I’m not bringing that up.

“Your father searched for you for so long that he ended up with hypothermia and passed away shortly after you went missing.” I swallow down the pain that I see in Brooks’ eyes and keep going before I lose my nerve. “Your mother remarried and started a new family while your sister became a nurse in the Vietnam war.” Shit, please don’t make me explain that one. I forge on before Brooks can ask. “She ... passed away last year, and it was kind of a big deal in Humboldt because she rode on a float in the annual Rhododendron Parade just a month prior.” I take another sip of tea. “It was a float honoring all the missing Witchwoods victims—”

The hot whoosh of fire causes Brooks to curse and I look over to see that the wooden spoon in his hand is burning. He waves his other hand at it, and the flames instantly go out.

Water. Fire. So Tanner and I must be air and earth, right? Unless I’m assuming something I shouldn’t be. Maybe the directions are all there is to this witch magic stuff? Maybe the elements aren’t a part of it? Sure seems like it though.

“She had three kids though, and two of those kids had three kids each.” I pour myself more tea to give my shaky hands something to do. “And then those kids had kids and their kids had kids ... I think the youngest is around nine. He was on the float with her.”

“Thank you,” Brooks says simply, snatching up a wooden bowl and scooping a healthy serving of what I’m guessing is porridge with fruit in it? He sprinkles edible flowers on the top, adds some nuts, and then sets it on the table in front of me. “Eat it all. You’ll need it for tonight.”

More sex? Oh God. I bet he means more sex.

Brooks does the same for Tanner and Marlowe. Then he stomps over to the staircase that Marlowe disappeared down and hollers loudly enough to shake the entire tree cottage.

“If you fuck up my chances of getting out of here, I will kill you.” Doesn’t sound like an empty threat.

Marlowe reappears, soaking wet from head to toe but scrubbed clean and dripping. Naked. He’s taken off his bone collar and his stupid, precious hat. The wound on his chest looks like it’s fully healed somehow, and I remember the salve from yesterday. Where can I get some of that? Mine hurts.

There’s no more dried blood on his mouth which is not the case for Tanner, Brooks, or myself. I rub an arm over my lips and it comes away with flaky crimson-brown spots all over it. Wonderful. I also have semen on my pussy and my inner thighs that I would love to wash off. It’s a reminder of last night that I don’t need.

I did what I had to do, and that’s all over with. I want to move on.

Marlowe slumps into his chair naked and spoons his porridge into his mouth with impressive speed.

“Done.” He shoves the bowl away from him and disappears again.

Brooks closes his eyes, like he’s counting to ten, and then takes a seat at the table.

It’s quiet but for the gentle clatter of wooden spoons on wooden bowls and the shush of Tanner turning the pages in the book.

“Do you want to know about your family?” I ask him, but he just stares at me, and I can tell from his expression that he does not. “Okay then.” I return to my food, surprised once again by how good it is. Last night’s stew was incredible, too. These men might be trapped here, but they’re doing alright for themselves.

Brooks finishes his breakfast and begins to fill in the empty space, surprising me.

“My mentor came to the Witchwoods thousands of years ago. Of course, in here, time passes differently, so it’d only been around sixty-five years for her. She was a little kid when she crossed over, but she was quite old when I arrived. She’s the one that built this house, that taught me how to survive, that taught me everything I know about getting out of here.” He exhales and sits back, leaving an empty bowl on the table in front of him.

He’s unbelievably handsome, otherworldly. They all are. But I can’t appreciate it because of what they’ve done and how they are. All three men are surly, mean, and as neutral as the woods around us. No sense of good and evil. There are things that need to be done, and they get done by whatever means necessary.

“Thousands of years ...” I just stare at him, the horror of that settling into my bones.

“I’ve seen her send a coven back to our world, so I know it can be done.” Brooks smiles bitterly. “She was Northwoods, just like you. Earth.” He looks around at the cozy cottage before turning back to me and then lifting a hand. “She built this entire house by herself and that’s without a coven.”

“Why didn’t you make her your North?” I ask, and my skin prickles with a strange sensation that feels a lot like jealousy. I can feel the connection between me and these men in a way that’s hard to explain, like our hands are clasped even when they’re not, like their blood is pumping through my veins alongside my own. It’s gross and weird, a level of intimacy that should be earned, not bought with magic.

I shiver and pour another cup of tea.

Tanner is still silent, reading over the pages in the book like he’s reconfirming information that he already knows but doesn’t like.

“She wouldn’t let me. She was too old, and I was too young. Said she didn’t want to leave the Witchwoods anyway.” Brooks sighs and runs his hand down his face. He’s tired. I’m tired. Clearly, Marlowe could use a nice, long nap. “But people don’t tend to live long around here, and the Hag is learning our patterns, tracking us. Eventually, she’s going to eat us the way she ate my mentor. Even if I wanted to stay in the Witchwoods, it’s not an option.”

“Could the Hag be killed?” I suggest, unsure why I even brought that up. What do I care if the Hag lives or dies? She isn’t my concern once I leave this place.

“Can a god be killed? I don’t know. Maybe. But I’m not willing to risk my coven to try.” Brooks sounds proud when he says those words. My coven. I shiver again for an entirely different reason. “We’re leaving tonight.” He turns to Tanner, as if expecting him to step into the conversation.

He doesn’t disappoint.

“The first few items will be easy, but it’s the last that I’m worried about.” Tanner whistles and one of the stuffed birds on the wall detaches itself and flies over to him. Oh. That’s right. His pet. The bird didn’t come with us last night, and I’m grateful it wasn’t there to witness our debauchery.

The crow alights on his shoulder, accepting a nut from his fingers with a happy caw. It hops a little and ruffles up its wings. Cocks its head. Blinks at me with six eyes.

“What’s its name?” I ask, surprising myself. What do I care? Tanner’s blue eyes shine with excitement as he leans in toward me, forearm resting on the table between us. The ears on his hat perk up, and I wonder what it would be like to touch one.

“Ebon.” He winks at me. “She doesn’t bite—unlike you, Kate.” My gaze drops to the bite mark on his arm. Um. “Want to feed her?” He holds out a nut from his porridge, but I ignore him, focusing on my own food. “Suit yourself.” Tanner turns back to Brooks, smile fading into a grim line. “Finding a corpse pumpkin in one day depends solely on lady luck, Brooks.”

“A ... corpse pumpkin?” I whisper, still focused on the crow. She’s studying me with all six of her purple eyes. Brooks’ hat does the same with its red ones. “What’s a corpse pumpkin?”

“It’s a fungus that looks like a pumpkin. Grows on corpses.” Brooks sighs and rubs his forehead. I remember his clawed hands and the harsh punch of his hips against mine. No, no, no. Stop, Kate. Just stop. “We’re going to have to search the Pit.”

“I’m not taking Kate to the Pit,” Tanner says, a stone-cold edge to his voice that freaks me out. Brooks meets his gaze in challenge, and the air grows colder by the second until it’s frigid and my teeth begin to chatter. Tanner flicks a look in my direction, and the air warms substantially.

Yep. He’s air. I’m earth. Marlowe is water. Brooks is fire. At least that lore is easy enough to remember and understand. Never heard of a corpse pumpkin though.

“Kate is not your girlfriend. Kate is a member of this coven. Kate is our North and she wants to go home as much or more than any of us.” Brooks turns back to me as if looking for agreement. I don’t want to agree with him out of principle, but he’s right.

“I will not allow Kate to go to the Pit,” Tanner reiterates, looking over at me. “Not even if you want to go to the Pit which, I assure you, you do not.”

“I saw it yesterday,” I explain, trying not to get angry. Getting angry doesn’t work with these guys. I’m in their territory, in their house, in their world. I need to keep my head. “What does it matter if I see it again today?”

“Right. You saw it yesterday, and you and Marlowe were nearly eaten by the Hag. I created a distraction for you and then I was nearly eaten by the Hag. That’s why we’re not going anywhere near the Pit.” Tanner stands up and slams the tome closed.

The crow—Ebon—ruffles her features in agitation, but when he strokes two of his fingers down her sleek back, she calms immediately and nuzzles into his neck.

I’m reminded of Flick all over again and my heart seizes. Oh, Flick. What if they took him to the animal shelter? What if he was killed by a cougar or a bear? What if he’s being stubborn and refusing to leave the forest, starving himself to death?

I stand up and slam my palms on the table, causing the wound on my chest to pull and ache.

“If we need this ... corpse pumpkin thing to go home, and the only place to reliably find one is at the Pit, then I am going to the Pit.”

Tanner turns to me, and I see that this is going to be a huge fight.

“No.”

He acts like that’s a complete sentence. And I mean, it is. It can be. But not in this situation.

“Yes.” I’m panting now, frustrated. “I’m going home to see my dog, to see my friends, to save my grandmother’s house. However it happens, I am going home. Tonight.” I try not to think about how long this breakfast is taking.

For each minute that I sit here, isn’t that like an hour passing back home? Or is today the day of the new moon, one month later? We could be living in real time when we’re awake. I have no idea how it works.

“If you take her to the Pit, we’ll have problems,” Tanner says casually, removing his hat and setting it on the table. “Let me take her to a few other spots first. We might be able to find a corpse pumpkin elsewhere.”

“We can’t spare the time,” Brooks tells him, looking edgy. The two dirt-streaked, blood-spattered men stare one another down, and the air crackles with fire and heat. I can’t tell which one of them is doing it, and I don’t care.

“Let’s get moving then. Show me these other spots. I’ll agree to that just so long as you agree to take me to the Pit if we can’t find what we need.” I don’t really know what I’m talking about here. Corpse pumpkins? Items? What items? Spell items? Doesn’t matter. I get the gist. “Sound fair?”

I hold out my hand.

Tanner looks down at it, and a strange smile takes over his lips.

“Sounds fair.” He extends his own hand, and I grip it, shaking on it.

The next thing I know, the bird has taken off from his shoulder, he’s stepped toward me, and my robe is on the floor.
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Kate

Tanner’s hot hands are on my waist, and his lips are near my ear.

“I warned you, didn’t I?” he whispers, pressing his mouth over the bite mark that he left on my neck. A groan escapes me that I seem to have no control over, but I quickly get my hands up and put them between us. “You touched me, Kate.”

“That was a handshake; that doesn’t count.” I don’t know why I’m arguing. If I tell him not to touch me, he should just fuck off.

“Sure it does.” Tanner licks a hot line of fire from my throat to my ear, taking the lobe between his teeth. He sucks on it before releasing me, dropping one hand down to find my pussy. I’m still a little worked up from last night, and the rough scrape of his fingers over my soft body has me writhing. “Besides, the spell requires a moan of pleasure from a woman’s lips. I’ve got a bottle right here, so let’s make it happen.”

I can hear the sound of glass hitting the wood table beside me and glance down to see the little stoppered vial. A moan of pleasure trapped in glass? Does that make any sense?

Brooks makes a sound of annoyance, but he doesn’t intervene, collecting the bowls and tossing them into a wooden washbasin before seemingly realizing that there’s no reason to do that.

Cleaning up is irrelevant because he’s leaving this place.

I turn my attention back to Tanner as he lifts me up on the table and steps between my legs.

“I can give you a moan of pleasure without sex,” I assure him, but while his eyes aren’t the black of a demon, his pupils are blown wide, and he looks like something feral and untamed.

“If you don’t want to get fucked, just don’t touch me. It’s that easy.” He’s still naked—only Brooks is wearing pants—and it’s just a matter of tugging my ass forward so that my hips are tilted in the right way. Which ... he does. The tip of him brushes against the swollen, overheated parts of me, and I press my tongue against the inside of my cheek.

The wildfire from last night’s spell is gone, but he feels good anyway. I wish that he didn’t. I could tell him to stop. But for some reason ... I don’t. Should, but don’t. Almost, but don’t.

“Just so we have an understanding,” I start, putting a hand on his chest. It’s hard to focus, to remember why we even need to have this conversation. Tanner is handsome, and I enjoyed last night, but he seems to think he has some sort of claim on me; I don’t want to give him the wrong idea. “I’m doing this because I want to, not because you have some sort of right.”

The way his lip edges up on one side, the tug of that scar across the side of his face, like a silver stripe over his right eye and through his perfect mouth, is a silent disagreement. Fortunately for him, he doesn’t bother to voice his thoughts aloud.

Once we leave the Witchwoods, I’m ditching these guys in the park and letting them figure out what to do from there. If I’d ended up here by accident, if they’d actually explained to me what was going on last night, I would’ve never dreamed of doing something like that.

These men are going to be completely lost in the modern world. Not only are they missing people, but they’re missing people who’ve only aged a couple of years when they should’ve aged decades. No family to fall back on, no money, no identification.

But that’s their problem. Not mine.

Guilt trickles through me as I wrap my arms around Tanner’s neck, the silken brush of his gold-and-black hair against my forearms an intriguing contrast to the roughness of his hands on my thighs as he spreads them wide.

Tanner slides inside of me as easily as he did last night, and my body turns boneless under his touch. Could be leftover magic from that spell ... could be that I’m just attracted to him ... could be that I haven’t had sex in four years ...

Doesn’t fucking matter.

“Oh my God,” I groan, clutching at him as he both laughs and grunts at the same time, pushing as deeply into me as he did last night. Tanner ends up snatching the edge of the heavy wood table to keep it from sliding across the floor. There’s no give as he buries himself to the hilt, nosing my throat and that bite mark that blooms with petals of pleasure every single time he touches it.

Does that mean ... Marlowe bit my mouth. Brooks bit my fucking boob. Not that I’ll ever get the chance to find out, but hopefully the wounds heal up and they’re not like, laced with magic or anything.

Tanner pushes himself even harder against me, trying to hold the table in place but growing frustrated that he only has one hand left to touch me. He leans back and our eyes meet as he caresses my waist, slides his palm over my breast, tangles his fingers in my hair.

“Fuck this stupid shit,” he grumbles after a moment, and then he’s hauling me into his harms and kicking the table across the room. It slides across the floor with an agonizing scratch of the wood legs on those beautiful polished floors.

Tanner takes us to the ground and puts me on my back, shoving my knees open so that I’m spread nice and wide around him. When he rocks his hips, I’m so lost to the sensations that I forget to be embarrassed by Brooks’ presence.

What the hell is this, Kate? You’re not the kinky one in your friend group—that’s Fernanda’s job.

When Tanner starts to move, my thoughts are knocked loose from my head. I’m the type to get lost in thoughts, to bury myself so deeply inside my own brain that I have trouble getting off. With a man. By myself. Doesn’t matter. My problem is that I think too much.

Tanner doesn’t let me think at all.

He takes that imperfectly beautiful mouth to my neck, licking and sucking and biting. The design on my chest still hurts, but I like the rough brush of his body against it anyway as he drives into me. It’s clear that he likes to go deep, deep, deep. Likes to sit there as he lavishes my body with the pleasure of his tongue, one hand braced on the floor while the other slips a big thumb over my furled nipple.

I usually don’t like my nipples touched. Too sensitive. Last night, everything was heady and wild and strange, so it worked. Today? I ... Tanner draws his thumb back, circling the soft pale pink of my areola, teasing the edges.

“My God, you’re high-strung, aren’t you?” he murmurs, tracing his thumb down to stroke my rib cage underneath my breast. That smile of his twists a little more, into something that’s so disturbingly wicked that my breath catches.

“High-strung?” I repeat, taking offense. Tanner snatches my wrists and pins them together over my stomach, like I’m in handcuffs. His fingers are long enough to hold them both together and still touch.

“Mm. Relax. You want me to take control, but you have no idea how to do that.” He leans closer and puts his mouth near my ear. “Don’t worry, North. I won’t hurt you.” A pause. “Don’t worry, Kate. I take care of my own.”

My own. Shit. I struggle for a moment, but unless Tanner lets me go, I’m not leaving. Do I tell him to get off? What if I do, and he doesn’t listen?

“If I asked you to get off of me, would you?” I whisper, but he just keeps smiling.

“You don’t want me to get off though, do you, Kate?” Tanner murmurs, putting his other hand on the side of my neck. He uses his thumb to stroke my racing pulse. “Shh, just relax. Relax for me, North.” As he whispers to me in that gruff voice of his, as he pets me, I can feel power shifting from his body into mine.

Magic.

It’s an electric current from him to me, lighting me up from the inside out. My skin starts to glow, and the design on my chest flickers with silver fire. The ink in my skin twists and moves, a living thing burned into my flesh, a little piece of the Witchwoods that I can never extricate.

With a massive exhale, I let it all go and collapse into the floor underneath him.

“There we go, North. You’ve got this baby. I’ll make you feel good, so don’t stress.” Tanner releases one of my wrists and uses the other to draw my hand down to where we’re joined, positioning my fingers on my own clit.

When he adjusts himself, he keeps that one hand on my neck, puts the other on the floor and raises his body just enough that I can rub my clit without the weight of him on it. Tanner watches my face as he thrusts into me, adjusting his rhythm and his speed until I’m gasping for breath, frantically rubbing myself toward an orgasm.

“There’s no rush. Take your time.” Once again, Tanner takes my wrist, slowing me down but keeping the same pattern, the same pressure that I was applying before.

“There is a rush. Do not take your time.” Pretty sure that’s Brooks, but Tanner gives him such a nasty look that I don’t worry about it. He’s got it handled. “You’re doing such a good job, Katelynn.” The sound of my full name on his lips has my back arching with pleasure. “You feel so good on my cock, nice and tight and bearing down. I love that. I love the way you pulse around me when I say your name.”

I close my eyes, but then I realize that I’m missing the expression on his face. While his words are nice, almost tender, the look in his eyes certainly is not. Yeah, this was a bad idea. I am giving him the wrong impression.

Don’t care.

I put one hand on his shoulder, kneading the strong muscles there. He’s a woodsman, that’s for sure. Scarred and strong. More than that with the way he’s glowing too, a green fire taking over the design on his chest. His ink twists and writhes as much as mine does, vines flowing and runes cascading.

Not a woodsman—a witch.

“Oh yeah, right there,” Tanner moans, stroking my wrist as I pinch my clit between my fingers. “When you touch yourself like that, you constrict around me. Do it again. Make yourself come for me.”

Because I’m not thinking about it, because he’s pulled me out of the mess inside my head, it happens. I’m almost shocked by it because it’s never been this easy for me. I gasp and choke on my own breaths, my fingers faltering on my clit as I lose control of my fine motor skills.

Tanner sneaks his own hand down, and he’s already seemed to memorize exactly what I like.

“I’m gonna come, I’m ... I’m coming,” I grab onto Tanner’s shoulders and cling on for dear life, arching my back and pressing my hips into his.

“Yes, please,” he growls at me, laughing as I climax with his body forcing its way through tight, pulsing muscles and my unconsciously thrashing form. He accepts the little glass vial from Brooks’ outstretched hand and then carefully tips it against my lips. My breath fogs the inside as my eyes roll back from the toe-curling sensation of his cock pounding into me.

I wind tighter, tighter, tighter, and then I unravel completely beneath him, letting out a sob as a wash of relief and satisfaction sweeps over me. My body unclenches, giving Tanner the room to fuck himself to his own orgasm.

He finishes with his toes digging into the floor, every ounce of his strength focused on pushing his body as deeply into mine as he can get it. And then he corks the vial and sets it aside, panting as he captures my face between his huge hands.

“You’re so good, Kate,” he breathes, eyes shining even as the glow in both his body and mine fades away along with our slowing heartbeats. “We’re lucky men to have a woman like you in our coven.”

I don’t have a response for that. I don’t have a response for anything. I throw an arm across my forehead with a groan, panting and wondering why my ex, Nathan, was never this good. Never.

There’s just something about sexy, sweaty sex with a stranger, right? I tell myself, but that isn’t true. I’ve never had sexy, sweaty sex with a stranger. Until now.

And that ritual from last night? It ended up being more than just a necessary item on my checklist of getting home. I pretend like that’s not the case. Escaping the Witchwoods is my only focus. I’ll worry about this coven stuff later.

Tanner moves my arm away from my face just as Marlowe reenters the room, pausing in the doorway to stare at us.

His eyes flash—literally flash—and he turns away sharply, putting his hand up to his face.

“First Dennis and now this?” is what I think he says, but I’m still naked and lying underneath Tanner. He’s holding my wrist above my head and studying my expression. My cheeks heat which is a bit of a strange reaction after the fact.

I clear my throat.

“Could you ... move?” I ask, and Brooks makes a sound of annoyance from somewhere in the room.

“Really, could you, Tanner? For fuck’s sake. We’ve got the pleasured breath now, but we need moss, fern fronds, a slug, a fresh kill, and a corpse pumpkin.” Brooks moves over to the doorway that Marlowe just exited and disappears into it.

Tanner stays where he is. Brooks might have started the coven, might’ve been here first, but I’m not sure that Tanner respects authority very well.

Or at all.

“I’m possessive,” is what he says to me, and then his mouth takes a wicked crescent shape that reminds me of the moon. “A cuddler, if you will. I know it’s hard to believe, given this gruff exterior.” His eyes narrow slightly, and I shift upward to get away from him.

He lets me move, but only a little, rising up to all fours above me and staring down as I try to slide my body across the floor and between his palms.

“So you’re clingy then? No thanks. I’m not a cuddler, sorry,” I tell him, but that isn’t true at all. I am. Nathan never was, so it’s more like an I think I’m a cuddler sort of thing. I’ve never really had the chance to try it out.

“We can fix that.” Tanner moves forward, keeping me underneath him. He never lets me get far enough away to close my thighs, using his body to ensure they stay nice and wide. His mouth twitches in amusement. “We will fix that.”

“Get away from me.” I use my heels to shove backward, scrambling out from underneath him as he laughs and sits back, rubbing his hand over his chin.

“You know the deal,” he murmurs as I crawl over to the discarded robe and snatch it up, yanking it over my shoulders as my face blazes with heat. Why did I just do that? Um. Because he’s gorgeous. Because he’s fit. Because he’s huge. Pretty eyes, beautiful hair, perfect cock. Why wouldn’t I?

This is going to make things hard when we get back home.

If. If we get back home.

Marlowe is sitting in a chair at the table, head in his hands, eyes closed.

I wait for Tanner to get to his feet, scarred and inked and naked and supernaturally cocky.

“I’d rather you walked around all day with my cum inside of you, but I guess that’s a treat for another day. I’ll show you to the bathroom.” He holds out his arm, but I shy away from it, and he laughs. “Look at you. Already figured out my tricks.”

“I need to pee,” I tell him, hoping to douse some of the fire in his eyes. Doesn’t work.

Tanner is completely confident in his nudity which isn’t much of a surprise. There’s nothing on display that a person wouldn’t be confident about—exceedingly so. I pause once at the doorway to glance back at Marlowe, surprised to find him staring at me, too.

If he weren’t the one directly responsible for my being here, I might’ve apologized to him. Offered some sort of comfort. As it is, I just wait there to see if he has something to say.

“At least tell me that my dog ...” he starts, and then it’s like he doesn’t have the energy to finish his question. I suppose it’s one thing to know that a month passes back home for every day lived here, but it’s another to face the reality. It’s been twenty years since Marlowe left. His life as he knew it is over.

“I know all about your dog,” I admit, even though I should rightfully tell him to piss off. “Fly, right?” He nods, but he’s staring at the surface of the table instead of at me. “Miriam and Dennis adopted her after you left. She lived with them until she was seventeen years old, passed away peacefully, and her ashes were scattered at the base of the Witch’s Tree during your candlelight vigil.”

Marlowe shoves up from the chair and stomps past me, raking the fingers of both hands through his hair. He says nothing, shouldering past Tanner to get down a set of spiral stairs with a bannister that’s carved with extraordinarily detailed cats.

I pause at the top to brush a thumb over a tabby cat that stands vigil on the newel post.

Ebon lands on Tanner’s bare shoulder, turning her head completely around to stare at me. She has one normal set of eyes, and then two smaller ascending sets that climb diagonally up her sleek forehead. I dig out a nut that I hid in the pocket of my robe, offering it to her.

Tanner lifts that fancy brow of his again, but doesn’t comment on it.

“You sure know a hell of a lot about the Witchwoods,” he remarks instead, waiting to descend the steps until I follow him. I got the idea that he was the quiet, brooding type, but maybe he was just taking my measure.

Taking and taking and taking my measure, I think, and exhale to push the feelings aside. It’s not like I’m unaware that his seed is dripping out of me.

“My grandmother visited the Witchwoods once and came back. Said it was the single most beautiful moment of her life—even over giving birth to my mom.” I finish my descent down the stairs, finding a reading nook on my right with two cozy velvet armchairs and a scattering of books on a small table with clawed feet. On my left, there’s a curved hallway that looks like it follows the shape of the tree trunk walls upstairs.

“When was that?” Tanner asks, like he’s racking his memory for something. He has a rough voice, a rolling purr with the sprinkle of a growl. I study his broad back, trying to summon up the missing picture of him with curly hair and a hideous outfit. The math just isn’t mathing.

“Eighteen years ago, so—” I try to do the calculations in my head, but Tanner beats me to it. Eighteen years ago times twelve days per year ...

“Seven months ago. Yeah, okay, I remember her.” He turns over his shoulder, raising a brow as if asking why I’m so far behind him. I ease closer, but keep my distance, careful not to touch him again. “Oh come on, Kate. You’re not skittish, so why act like it?”

“No, I’m not skittish, you’re right. I just don’t want to touch you.” I make myself smile back at him, but it’s tight. “You saw my grandma, huh? Didn’t assault her for whatever reason?”

“Older lady with long, silver hair and a mustard-colored skirt. Lots of flower tattoos.” My heart clenches as Tanner describes my grandmother to a T. I nod. “She was Southwoods. Lucky her.” His gaze skips over me, but the fur robe I’m wearing doesn’t show much. “Lucky us, too.”

I scoff at him and shake my head, but he just keeps walking, past several doors that I’m itching to explore but know that I won’t get the chance to.

Southwoods. Is that the official title of a South? My grandma had the same magic as Brooks?

“Your grandma visited the Witchwoods, told you stories, made you want to see for yourself, huh?” Tanner laughs at that as the hallway curves even more, leading us nearly in a circle. When we come around the bend, I see the mouth of a cave at the end of the hallway, the entrance strung with vines and flowers and bones dangling from ropes. “Wish my story was as whimsical. My friends and I got drunk, and someone dared me to stick my hand in the tree.”

Tanner continues on into the cave without pausing, so I do the same, my feet finding a sturdy wooden platform that leads to the edge of an underground stream.

“I knew that already,” I tell him with a shrug, pausing on the platform and looking around for a toilet. There has to be a toilet around here, right? I have to pee so bad. Worse than that, I sort of have to ... well, I can wait until I get home for that. “Brooks was looking for someone, and Marlowe was trying to make a YouTube video.”

“Can you stop with that?” Marlowe growls, stalking up to me in a robe not dissimilar to the one I’m wearing. “It’s creepy as hell. You’ve memorized the details of our lives like they’re just trivia facts.”

“If you hadn’t trapped me here, I might say that you had a point. As of right now, I don’t care what you think. Yes, I know more about your families’ lives than you do. But whose fault is that? How did you end up in the Witchwoods? Like, why did you talk?” I cross my arms, and I don’t even care if Marlowe was trapped here by Brooks or Tanner. He did the same to me, so fuck him.

“Me?” he asks, and then he laughs. And laughs. And laughs some more. He’s doubled over, tears pooling at the edges of his eyes. “Let me tell you: Tanner beat the fuck out of me until I begged for mercy. Begged, sweetheart. So what if I shoved my fingers in your hungry, little cunt? You got off easy.”

I throw an elbow into his face, but he catches it, jerks my arm around to my lower back and slams me face-first into the wall.

“You think this is bad for you, do you?” Lo whispers, putting his mouth beside my ear. “You’ll only miss a month or two of your life, your friends, your family. I came here having no fucking idea when I would get out. Twenty years have come and gone. Twenty years.”

“Hands off my fucking woman, Lo,” Tanner demands, and he’s right there, untangling me from that mess and shoving Marlowe back a few steps. The two men look to be on the verge of a full-on brawl.

“Your woman?” I shiver in disgust. “I know you went missing in the eighties, but there’ve been some changes in society you might want to research when we get back.”

“I don’t care what society says,” Tanner replies, his cool anger dissipating in an instant. Can’t say the same for Marlowe. He looks the type to hold a grudge. Tanner throws a hot look over his shoulder, one that clamps my entire body in a vise-grip. “A man and a woman, that’s primal. Ancient. I don’t care if we’re flying cars in the year five-thousand. This shit is instinctual.”

I choke on a disbelieving laugh.

I’m trapped in the Witchwoods with three overbearing dickheads. Why not a coven of fearless women? Because they would never have doomed you to share their fate, that’s why. I sigh, but I don’t argue. Doesn’t matter. My relationship with these men ends when we get home.

Brooks makes a sound of disgust from the direction of the stream.

“You’re all so determined to waste time that it’s fucking mind-boggling. My God. North, take your robe off and get in the water, so I can consecrate you.”

I’m red all over with embarrassment. I’m not a ninja, but it sure seems like Marlowe is. He cracks his knuckles and sneers at me. I fucking hate him. I hate him so much that I wish I didn’t want to go home, so that I could forgo the spell and trap him here forever.

“Consecrate me?” I look around again, at the gnarled roots hanging from the ceiling, the constant drip-drip of cool water, the conspicuous curtain of vines in the corner that has to be a toilet. Salamanders in rainbow colors skitter up the wall, and a fat-bodied frog sits on a rock. No, not a frog ... a toad. “Can I just fucking pee first?”

I make my way over to the curtain and fling it back, finding a little wooden toilet that disappears into the bowels of the earth. It’s like a pit toilet without the nasty smell. My bladder shrieks in excitement at the sight, and I disappear behind the curtain, swinging it shut and taking a seat before I realize that there’s no toilet paper.

Of course there isn’t; we’re in the woods.

“Um, what’s the wiping situation like?” I ask, hating that I even have to bring up the question. I don’t see any conveniently placed leaves or anything back here.

“Marlowe will take care of that for you,” Brooks calls back, and I let out a small scream as ice-cold water strikes my tender pussy. Instead of a bidet, it’s witch water magic. Another burst of water smacks me, and I fly up off the toilet to my feet, yanking the robe tightly around me before I skirt the curtain to glare at him.

He isn’t looking at me, lounging on a bench in the corner with a tight jaw and narrowed eyes.

“Consecration, now.” Brooks snaps his fingers which only makes me want to drag my feet. He notices right away, raking those poison ivy eyes of his over my body before bringing them to rest on my face. “Or not. You know what? I don’t give a fuck if we stay another night. Take your time, North.”

“Are you sure you can hack it in the regular world? The three of you seem to have devolved during your time here. I find it hard to believe you ever talked like that to people back home.” I move over to the edge of the wooden platform to find that Brooks is naked in the stream and waiting. Tanner comes up behind me and slips past, close enough that I can feel his heat but without breaking our little 'deal’.

“Don’t I at least deserve privacy to bathe?” I ask, but Brooks just flares his nostrils and shakes a little glass bottle at me.

“No.” Great. Another complete sentence.

My cheeks are still flushed from my confrontation with Marlowe as I drop the robe on the ground and ease my way into the water. I expected it to be cold, but it’s not. It’s honestly the perfect temperature, nice and steamy and hot.

I quickly submerge myself to hide my body, pausing beside Brooks so that he can dump the oil in the bottle onto his hands. His expression is disturbingly neutral as he spreads the golden liquid across my chest. I have to clench my jaw against the pain, even if his touch is relatively light, perfunctory. Nothing at all like last night when he was an unhinged animal in the woods.

Without a word, Brooks grabs a handful of my hair and dunks me under the water.

And there’s his dick, right there in my goddamn face.

I’m just barely able to keep water from rushing up my nose, and I come up sputtering.

“What the hell is wrong with all of you?” I growl at him, but he doesn’t seem to understand what he’s done wrong. “Tell me what’s going to happen before it happens!”

“You are in us, and we are in you,” Brooks intones mechanically, like he has to say the words but doesn’t mean them. I can feel the wound on my chest itching horribly, like it’s knitting itself back together.

“You are in us, and we were definitely in you,” Tanner adds from behind me, and I look back to see him washing his body with his eyes on me. I turn back to Brooks, reaching up to push wet hair from my forehead.

“You are in us, and we are in you.” That from Marlowe. He sounds like he’s spitting the words.

“Say it,” Brooks commands, waiting in the water with his arms crossed. I look past him to the wooden grates on the wall. He follows my gaze and then turns back to me. “We learned real quick after someone got swept into the underwater cave that we should install grates. Now, say it. You are in me, and I am in all of you.”

Swept into an underwater cave? My God.

“You are in me, and I am in all of you,” I repeat, suddenly wary of the stream I’m standing in. Guess the guys were right: everything in the Witchwoods is trying to kill you.

“Blessed fucking be,” Brooks mutters, and then he’s moving around me and out of the water. Tanner rinses the soap from his body and follows after him.

I make my way over to his spot beside the platform, reaching down to pick up the bar of soap from its little wooden tray. I’m trying to cover my breasts with one arm, but the rest of me is still exposed. I pretend like I don’t notice Tanner watching.

He’s the only one that seems to care that I’m naked and for some reason, that really, really bothers me. They both fucked me last night, too, didn’t they? When I think about it, my feelings for them shift oddly in my chest, like they’re more than just strangers. It’s ridiculous, a waste of energy. I shove those emotions aside.

And then the water goes ice-cold in an instant, and I gasp in shock, chilled to the bone in seconds.

“Oops,” Marlowe says, pausing near the end of the platform as he stares down at me. A horrible smile tilts his lips. “My bad. I’m the one who keeps the water warm while we bathe, but I guess I got complacent.”

“Petty and pathetic,” Brooks adds, walking right up to Marlowe, snagging him around the waist, and chucking him into the icy water alongside me while Tanner howls with laughter.

The water goes warm as fast as it went cold, and Lo comes to the surface, his fur robe floating around him. He shoves it off his shoulders, and I watch in horror as it’s sucked between the slates of the wooden grate. Yikes.

Marlowe doesn’t move, naked and vibrating with rage just a few inches from me.

“Were you raised in a barn? You don’t treat a lady like that,” Brooks grumbles, as if he didn’t shove my head underwater for a view of his dick. I suppose he thinks it’s different somehow when it has to do with magic or spells. Well, fuck him. Fuck Marlowe. Fuck all three of them.

My brain chimes in unhelpfully: yeah, like you did last night? Ouch.

“Need help washing all that cum off?” is what Marlowe says to me, under his breath to keep Tanner and Brooks from hearing it. He turns those dark eyes my way.

“Need help finding Miriam when we get out of here? The Internet was sort of basic when you disappeared; it’s different now. I can help you contact her and buy you some My Chemical Romance tickets.” I pause, tapping my chin with a finger. “Actually, never mind. I think I’ll just leave you in the park alone with no money, no ID, and no girlfriend.”

Marlowe sweeps his hair back from his face with both of his inked hands.

“You don’t get it, do you? You’re a part of the coven now, Kate. There’s no escaping us.” He smirks at me, letting his gaze drop to my breasts before returning it to my face. “Nice tits, by the way.”

He storms out of the water, leaving violent wakes behind him that have me struggling to keep my feet. I wait it out, watching as he disappears from the room. Brooks and Tanner are drying themselves off, unconcerned with their own nudity.

I turn away and wade deeper into the water, trying to surreptitiously clean myself.

“Need help washing that pussy, baby?” Tanner asks, and he is right fucking behind me. I whirl around in a spray of water, slapping him in the face with my hair. Um. So that’s grown out a bit. More than just a bit—like several inches. The Witchwoods are changing me just like they changed the men.

The smile on Tanner’s face is its own heat source, warming my skin and ... other parts.

“I’m just fine, thanks.” I give him a quippy response and a roll of my eyes, but then I trip and he reaches out to catch my elbow.

Our eyes meet.

“I said if you touched me, I’d fuck you,” he reminds me, letting go of my elbow. “I’m a man of my word.”

Tanner releases me, but he doesn’t go anywhere. I can feel his gaze on my naked skin, tracking up from my half-submerged hips all the way to the crown of my head. Absorbing. Memorizing. Appreciating.

“Get your ass out of there,” Brooks demands from the edge of the wooden platform. “Were you raised in a fucking barn, too?”

Tanner’s smile is unapologetic, and I mentally kick myself for fucking him this morning.

“Am I an animal, is that what you’re asking?” Tanner tilts his head to look at Brooks, but I can see that he has zero intention of leaving me alone to bathe in peace. As soon as we get home, I should run from these men. They can’t know my address. I shouldn’t have even told them my name. “Because if so, then the answer is yes.”

I can feel the tension between Brooks and Tanner. Frankly, I’m not interested in getting involved with any of it. I rush out of the water and snatch a towel that isn’t really a towel at all. It’s some sort of soft suede-like material that I wrap around myself as quickly as I can.

“Not on my watch you’re not,” Brooks tells him, cracking his knuckles. “We do what we have to do, I get that. But there’s no need to turn this into something it’s not. Unless this woman wants your attention, leave her the fuck alone.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said? Unless she touches me, I won’t touch her.” Tanner shrugs, following me and pausing on my left side. Brooks is on my right. It’s far too warm between the two of them, and I’m acutely aware that they’re nude, I’m nude, and we’re in a lawless place.

Whatever they wanted to do with me, they could do it with zero repercussions.

They could try. The knife that Tanner gave me earlier is in the pocket of my discarded robe; I could have it in my hand in seconds. How did my birthday gift to myself turn into such a nightmare?

“If you fuck this spell up, I’ll cut your dick off.” With that threat dropped, Brooks stalks off to follow Marlowe, rivulets of water clinging to the strong muscles in his back and the taut shape of his ass.

Tanner drops his head, like he’s acquiescing to Brooks’ demands. When he scrubs his hand over his jaw and snorts, I can see that’s far from the case.

“He wouldn’t dare: he needs my dick to escape this place.” I have no idea what Tanner means unless ... today’s spell is similar to the one we performed last night. His silver-blue eyes return to mine, and he licks his lips. “Brooks and Marlowe aside, this is the best damn day I’ve had since I found myself trapped in this hellhole.”

“Because you finally get to leave?” I ask, trying to redirect the conversation to what’s important.

Tanner offers me a feral look and sweeps his fingers through his blond-and-black hair. It’s darker now that it’s wet, falling across his forehead in these enticing little waves.

“Because you barely washed. Guess you will be wearing my cum for the rest of the day.” He chucks my chin with his fingers, and I jerk away from him, clenching my hands into fists. He notices and smirks at me, lifting his hand for Ebon. Her, I like. Him, not so much. “Last chance: you sure you don’t want help cleaning up?”

“Just stay away from me.” I take off through the mouth of the cave, down the curved hallway, and up the stairs to the main living area.

There’s already a set of clothes waiting for me on the table.

“Get dressed,” Brooks says without even glancing my way. Marlowe is already fully dressed in the outfit I saw him in yesterday: leather pants, long-sleeved black jacket with feather and fur trim, boots with bones sewn into the thick hide, metal face mask.

I turn to my outfit and find that my leather pants—the ones I shirked last night to have animalistic forest sex with a bunch of strangers—are in the stack. Someone—probably Marlowe—must’ve gone outside to retrieve them.

He tugs his mask down when he sees me staring at him.

“Hurry up,” he growls at me, and I clench my fists twice as hard as I did for Tanner. “When we get back, you can fuck Tanner day in and day out for all I give a shit. I want to go home.”

“After twenty years?” I retort with a cold laugh that isn’t me. I’m not that person. I swear, I’m really not. Something about Marlowe brings it out of me. “You don’t have a home to go back to, so don’t kid yourself.”

I turn away from him, close my eyes, and take a deep breath.

Drop my towel to the floor.

Quickly dress myself.

The faster I do this, the faster I leave, the faster I get home.

It feels like with every passing second, the Witchwoods gets deeper into my blood. Changing my hair. Changing my skin. Changing my heart.

If I stay any longer, I’ll end up like the feral men in this room with me.

And I can’t. I won’t. I refuse to do that.
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Kate

When I slip the blade of the knife underneath a clump of spongy green moss, it screams.

I hop backward and nearly slice my own thumb off. Might have done exactly that if Brooks hadn’t caught the blade in his huge hand, drawing blood from his own skin instead of mine. His eyes are wide and a muscle in his jaw ticks as he stares down at me in annoyance.

I don’t think he likes me. Didn’t feel that way when we were fucking. But then again, I didn’t feel like I hated Marlowe last night either, and I’m sure that I do in the diffused sunshine that serves as daylight in the Witchwoods.

“You could’ve warned me that the plants here scream,” I murmur as Brooks releases the knife and then licks the blood from his hand. I try not to stare at the slick slide of his tongue across his rough palm, but I can’t seem to help myself.

He withdraws a jar of that salve from last night and smears some onto the wound, watching as it heals before our eyes. Brooks grunts, satisfied, and tucks the jar away again.

“Everything here screams or shouts or shrieks or talks or sings—if you’re lucky, we’ll be out of here by the end of the night and you’ll never have to get used to it.” He steps back, his metal mask hanging around his neck.

Apparently, the Hag Wytch is asleep during the day, so we’re able to talk. Not sure why we all had to bring the masks with us then.

With a sigh, I lift the knife up and continue to work at the moss, cringing as it screams like it’s in pain. The sound gives me goose bumps, but I force myself to keep going. I’ll do anything to get home—even kill a sentient clump of moss.

I’m as ruthless in my quest to escape as these men are; I just don’t care to admit it.

The clump comes off in my hand, and I tuck it into the leather bag on my belt with a sigh. First item on our list—moss on the northside of a tree trunk—check.

When I asked the men if they had a compass or some other way to check and see which way was north, they all stared at me like I was stupid. After a few seconds, I realized that I didn’t need a compass. I just knew. I know.

I can feel which direction is north in the same way that I know where right and left are. It’s that easy.

“Fern fronds,” Brooks commands, gesturing at a massive sword fern with his hand. It’s covered in huge drops of glistening dew, so big that I can see my reflection in their translucent globes. Fine. Easy enough.

I take the knife to these, and they weep.

“Fuck.” I yank harder on the fronds, sawing frantically with my knife as the plant sobs, those big dew drops rolling down its leaves to hit the wet earth of the forest floor.

Marlowe stands there with his arms crossed, mask fixed firmly in place as he stares off into the shadows of the woods like he’s just waiting for trouble. Tanner, on the other hand, watches me with a fixation that’s simultaneously terrifying and comforting. If something comes at us, he’s going to defend me.

If I touch him—even by accident—he’s going to fuck me.

The fronds come loose with a groan, and I stumble back, nearly falling into him until I redirect at the last second and end up slamming into Marlowe.

He doesn’t move. Doesn’t uncross his arms. Just stares down at me from nearly black eyes, that terrible mask over his likely scowling lips, his expression one of cold fury. His hat is covered in brambles today, the star-shaped flowers drawing a small cloud of moths.

“Grab a banana slug. Put it in here.” Brooks presses a glass jar into my hand, and electricity races through my fingertips to settle strangely in my chest. I wish I could scrub last night from my mind the way that he’s done, carry on like it meant nothing. I’ve never been into casual sex, and as many times as I tell myself that it was casual, somehow I’m struggling to believe it.

I squat down and start flipping over rocks and large branches, inching forward to dig through fern fronds, to peer into a fallen log—

Dozens of glowing eyes snap open and turn to look at me as Brooks reaches down and grabs me by the hood of the shirt I’m wearing, hauling me up and away from whatever the hell that was. I nearly lose my hat, snagging the brim as I stumble.

“Everything in the Witchwoods is trying to kill you at all times—remember that.” Brooks keeps hold of my hood and drags me a few steps to the side, making me grit my teeth to hold back a barrage of frustration. He casually pushes me in the direction of another tree and the unusually large yellow slug on the side of it.

Well, unusually large in terms of back home. Small for the Witchwoods. It’s big enough that I’m not sure it’ll fit into the jar I’m holding. With a curl of my lip, I reach out and snag the slug by the tail, dropping it inside and using the lid to push it the rest of the way.

Slime gets on my fingers, and I resist the urge to gag.

The men have spent months (or even years in Brooks’ and Tanner’s cases) getting ready for this spell, but there are ingredients that have to be gathered by my hands directly. The moss, the fronds, the slug ... a fresh kill?

I’ve been waiting to see what that might entail.

I stare down at my sticky fingers, wrinkling my nose and trying to figure out how to clean them off.

Tanner’s the one who snags my wrist, spits on my palm, and then uses a small cloth from the bag on his belt to wipe me down. I’d pull away from him, but I’m simultaneously shocked at his behavior and somehow also grateful not to be wearing slug slime.

“That’s fucking disgusting.” I manage to find my voice, jerking my arm back from him and wondering what it is that I’ve done to garner such quick and fervent worship from this man. He folds his wolf ears against the brim of his hat.

“Didn’t hear you complain until your fingers were clean,” he says with a shrug, working his jaw. There’s a predatory gleam in his eyes that isn’t necessarily for me this time. They shift from side to side, just like Marlowe. Searching for trouble. Waiting for it. Certain that it’ll come in due time.

When he reaches up suddenly and snatches a bird in his hand, I take a step back in surprise.

“Here.” Brooks hands me a thin blade, like a miniature rapier or something. “Stab it through the heart.”

Tanner extends the small songbird toward me as his own pet lands on his shoulder and cocks her head curiously.

“Wait, what?” I blurt out, even though I should’ve expected this. Did expect this. “I’m not killing a bird. Can’t we find something less ... cute? Like that toad from last night?”

“Cute?” Brooks sounds appalled, his green eyes wide on me again. The ones on his hat are shut tight. He lifts the hat with one hand and puts the fingers of his other through his red hair, messing up that perfect streak of black in the front. Annoyed with me, is what he is.

“Yes, less cute.” I watch as he drops the hat back into place and all six eyes open.

Brooks leans down to get in my face.

“What the fuck does cute have to do with anything? If cute mattered, we wouldn’t have trapped you here to use you. What did I just say? I don’t give a shit about your feelings, North.” He forces the blade into my hand, but he can’t make me use it if he wants the spell to work. I have to gather the ingredients myself.

Also ... did he just call me cute?

I step back, and he releases my wrist.

“I can’t kill that bird,” I repeat, turning to look at it. Just like the crow, it has six eyes that glow in the shadows. They’re all dark and shiny, like little buttons, and it has a cute blue beak and purple-streaked white feathers.

“Well,” Brooks begins with a low laugh, hands on his hips and eyes like thunder. He leans back down toward me, getting too close, reminding me of last night. I might have to look into hypnosis or something. Forgetting last night is a major priority. “You’re going to have to kill something.”

“She doesn’t want the bird?” Tanner asks, opening his hand and releasing the animal unharmed. It flutters to one of the nearby tree branches, hopping around and cocking its head at me—then it opens its beak and hisses, revealing needle-like teeth and a violent red tongue. Ebon hisses back, scaring it away. “Then I’ll get her something else.”

Marlowe actually takes his metal mask off for that one, his lips impassive and neutral, but his voice a shard of ice.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you simping for the Northwoods?” he breathes, as if that’s a fate worse than death. The Northwoods. I assume that’s the same as calling me North, but that’s about all I know.

“I live to serve my woman.” Tanner doesn’t sound like he’s joking, and I shift back a step, bumping into Brooks. He ignores me, waiting with a tic in his jaw that belies the faux calm he’s wrapped around himself.

He wants out of these woods—tonight.

Tanner looks around, pupils dilating even further. He’s hunting. It’s the same expression he gave me during breakfast. Not sure how I feel about that.

He stalks through the thick ferns, bends down, and then comes up with a snake in hand.

“How about this then?” He hefts the reptile up, its black and white body undulating in furious flickers of scale and muscle.

I swallow down my trepidation and nod. If I have to kill a snake to get home, then I’ll kill a snake, but I’m not happy about it. In my world, an animal should only be killed if it’s being eaten. Even then, as quickly and painlessly as possible.

“What happens to its body after?” I ask as Tanner approaches, putting the snake on a rock beside me. With his free hand, he unsheathes a machete from his belt and hands it out to me, hilt first.

“Into the cauldron,” Brooks murmurs impatiently, putting his hand on my lower back and giving me a not-so-polite push forward. I glare at him over my shoulder, but say nothing. I only have to put up with this shit for a few hours at most. Just a few hours more.

“Put the blade at the base of its spine, and push down with your body weight. The blade is sharp; it’ll be quick.” Tanner waits for me with a much higher tolerance for hesitation than either Brooks or Marlowe.

“For somebody that says they care about getting home, you seem awfully—” Lo stops talking as I put the blade down and shove with a tight grip on the handle and a palm on the dull edge. It’s over before Marlowe Waverley can finish insulting me.

I step back and swipe the blood on the leather of my pants, cleaning the blade before handing it back to Tanner.

“Oh, fuck,” he groans, swiping a bloodied hand over his jaw. “You have a much stronger constitution than I expected, and I love it.” He smiles in a way that makes me nervous, tucking the blade away before retrieving the snake’s still-moving body as well as its head. Both items go in the bag at his side, and I pretend not to notice the canvas moving.

My hands are shaking, but I refuse to let any of these men see a weakness in me. I used to go deer hunting with my grandpa when I was younger. I’m okay. I don’t like killing, but I’m okay.

“Corpse pumpkin?” I suggest, turning to Marlowe. He’s replaced his mask, hopefully to keep all of that vitriol and repressed rage locked up inside. “Why don’t you lead the way?”

With a scoff that echoes behind the metal, he takes off, belts and buckles clinking. Marlowe makes zero effort to move quietly, footsteps loud in the endless woods.

Just one predator among many.
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“Do you have this area mapped?” I ask after an unbearably long silence. I direct my attention to Tanner. He seems weirdly into me, but he’s also the only one who’s likely to answer my question honestly.

“Area?” he asks, and then he laughs. It’s not a happy laugh. It’s one of resignation and cold rage. “These woods go on for as long as I can walk, hopping from tree to tree.” He slaps his palm on the trunk of a hollowed-out redwood as we pass. “The Hag can’t get you if you’re under the protection of a tree. For months, Brooks and I hunted our way through these woods. If there is anything else out there, we never found it. Ended up coming back to the cottage since we know for a fact that there’s a gate there.”

“A gate.” I’m thinking about the Witch’s Tree now, wondering how it works and if there are other places in the world that function the same way. I focus on the ground in front of me, my gaze catching on the tiny doors at the bases of the trees, on the odd and fantastical things crawling and slithering out of my path.

One day—definitely not this day, but one day—I’ll appreciate this experience. Knowing that so much time is passing back home while I’m here? I don’t like that. It’s hard to remember that I wanted magic, and that I got magic.

I got exactly what I asked for by coming here.

I run my hands down the front of my shirt. It’s made of a soft black gauze with dark stripes of velvet, like the rungs of a spiderweb. It’s nearly see-through, a row of clear resin buttons down the front. There are small spiders frozen inside of each one. Brooks told me that it belonged to his mentor. What a strange life she must’ve lived.

“This way.” Tanner slips past, taking point.

“Aren’t we going straight to the Pit?” Lo asks, but then he sees the expression on Brooks’ face and outrage spreads across his own grumpy features. His hand tightens around the mask, holding it away from his pissy mouth. “We’re not? What the hell, Brooks?”

“He was willing to make a stand over this. Sometimes compromise is necessary.” Brooks breezes past, ignoring Lo’s outraged expression. Personally, I’m enjoying it.

I scoot past him, winking as I go, and he flips me off.

Tanner guides us through those woods like he’s running off his own internal GPS. We check stumps and ponds and small caves in search of corpse pumpkins.

Nothing.

A huge, glowing flower, like a gold hibiscus, casts enough light that I can see Tanner’s shadow. It doesn’t look happy, double tails swaying, fingers dressed in claws.

“Shit.” His voice is gruff as Brooks narrows eight eyes in his direction.

“The Pit then. What did I tell you?”

Ooh, that voice. I wouldn’t be surprised if Tanner decked Brooks for that tone. All he does is run his tongue over his teeth as Lo fumes in silence ... sort of. He throws out some rapid-fire sign language that I wasn’t expecting, and Tanner signs back.

Brooks intervenes—also in sign language. I might not understand what they’re saying, but it’s crystal clear that Brooks is giving orders and the other two are expected to follow them.

“Put that mask on, baby,” Tanner tells me with frustrated resignation, reaching out to slip it over my face without asking. He chuckles at the dark glare I flash his way. “Oh, don’t look at me like that—you’ll thank me later.” He releases my mask and puts his own on.

We start moving again, passing over the creek again. That’s the only thing I recognize. Everything else is foreign, almost alien. We could easily be on another planet.

Our shadows follow us, creeping through the trees in a way that no normal shadows would. Not sure what those are for or how I got one, but none of that matters.

I’ve got a single-minded focus, so single-minded that I’ve forgotten all about the train they ran on me last night. Ugh. I walk a little faster to keep up with Tanner. He’s obviously slowed down a lot to accommodate me.

Behind us, Brooks gags and curses under his breath. I turn to see him putting his own mask on in a hurry. I can’t smell anything, but I can take a guess.

Carrion? Corpses? Death?

As we get closer to the pit I saw on my first night here, the sound of buzzing flies takes over the other, more pleasant sounds of the forest. I swat them away from my face and hair, unease stealing over me as my eyes sting from a smell that’s only just barely staved off by the mask.

I see. So this is why we brought them with us today.

We approach the pit, and I notice how fresh some of the bodies are. Human bodies. There are animals, too. White stags with beautiful antlers, their faces sloughing off into a stew of decay and meat and rot. The pit itself is dark red and brown, white and writhing. Meat and dirt, shadows and bone. Maggots. Lots and lots and lots of maggots.

“Fuck,” I murmur, but the sound is lost entirely behind the metal. I wonder what it’s made of and who figured out how to craft such a clever device in a place where one wrong word will get a person killed.

Of all three men, I don’t expect Lo to be the one to take his mask down and face me.

“Listen to me, and we might not die today.” He turns and points a gloved hand toward the center of the pit. I spot it right away, a fan of orange fungi growing out of the eye hole of a skull with no face. The mushroom—or whatever it is—really does look a bit like a pumpkin, albeit a rotten, orange-brown one with frills on the ends of the 'petals’ that make up its fruiting body. “Only you can pick the corpse pumpkin; we’ll lay boards out for you to crawl across, but it’s not going to be fun.”

Marlowe hauls a bundle of wood over his shoulder and tosses it onto the ground with a whump and a rush of dirt and pine needles. His eyes, like two pools of ink, find mine while Brooks and Tanner work to assemble a makeshift dock over the bloody pit.

“Why are the bodies so ... fresh?” I whisper, and Marlowe’s mouth edges up on one side in disgust. I can only stand to take my mask off for a few seconds, holding it back over my mouth and nose to block the smell.

“Because time only passes here when we’re awake. Everything stands still when the Hag sings.” Marlowe gestures at a body that’s slumped over the edge of the hole, as if the person tried to crawl out and ended up dying in the process. “This girl? To you, she might’ve gone missing about ten years ago. Here? It’s been four months.”

I dig through my mental list of Witchwoods victims.

Alicia Porter. Shit. She was only fifteen years old. Pretty sure she was an at-risk teen. The whole town thought she’d taken off, and yet, here she is, bony hand outstretched. There’s still a bit of flesh stuck between her fingers, and I avert my eyes. If there was something I could do for her, I would.

“Listen to me.” Lo moves close, huge body towering over mine, face like poison. He leans down and into my space, his voice a low, urgent whisper. His expression tightens even further as he grips my arm. “If the Hag shows up, keep your mask on and run. Don’t worry about the pumpkin or anything else. Follow one of us to the house and barricade yourself inside.” He hesitates, and I purse my lips, gaze shifting to the spot where his tattooed fingers circle my equally tattooed arm.

“Tell me. How am I supposed to get through this if I don’t know anything?” I push my mask back on, gagging at the cloying smell of sun-warmed meat.

Marlowe refocuses his attention on my face, fingers tightening further against my arm.

“Even after eight months in this horrible fucking place, I don’t know everything that the Hag can do. Sometimes, she talks in the voices of her victims. Other times, she spews biting flies from her lips. If she catches you, she eats your body with her human mouth and your soul with her beak. Just ... don’t let yourself be caught.” Marlowe moves away from me and grabs a board.

I turn to watch their progress, picking up a board of my own. Tanner takes it from me before I realize that’s his intent. He tucks the board under his arm and pulls his mask down.

“You just focus on getting that pumpkin,” he tells me, taking my board with him and nailing it to the end of the others. Okay then. I’d argue, but I’m too nervous to bother. Let Tanner do all the manual labor then.

I look down at the pit and my stomach seizes involuntarily. I can’t smell the awful reek of death and rot with the mask on, but it’s there. Hot on my face. In my eyes. Creeping into my heart. I can feel my pulse racing as I study the bones and the maggots, listen to the whisper of the trees above.

Within a couple of minutes, the men have created a makeshift plank for me to use. It’s not long enough to span the entire pit—it’d take hours to put together something of that length—but it reaches its intended destination just fine.

Brooks then uses a length of thick rope to tie my waist, hooking the other end to ... Tanner. Fantastic. Lo watches quietly, waiting off to one side.

“The Hag Wytch usually only comes out at night. Usually.” Brooks points at a hole on the rock wall behind the pit. A cave? My blood goes cold. “She sleeps in there. I don’t know what it is that wakes her up during daylight hours, but just keep reminding yourself that death is around the corner. This matters, North. If something happens, go back to the house with Tanner and do not try to be a hero.”

I have no idea how to respond to that, so I just nod.

“We’ll hold the end, but it might sink a little.” Brooks steps onto the end of the plank, using his weight to hold it in place. Tanner joins him as Marlowe draws a bow over his shoulder, nocking an arrow as his eyes scan the trees with a severity I didn’t think he was capable of.

Then again, he may have thrown a chair at the wall this morning, but he was also willing and able to destroy my life in pursuit of his own happiness. He might be rude and snippy, but he’s ruthless, too.

“Just get in there quick, get dirty, and I’ll wash you off when we get back to the house.” Tanner holds out a hand to indicate the pit, and I skirt carefully around him. He doesn’t sound like he’s joking here either. I’m certain that he’s serious.

Fucking psycho.

I exhale, shake out my hands, and then get down on my hands and knees. I’m crawling across this thing. Walking might be faster, but it’s not worth the risk of falling. All of that loose, rotted flesh? It’s like quicksand, a slow and uncomfortable death drowning in fetid remains.

“If only it didn’t stink too badly to crack a joke about your ass,” Tanner murmurs, and then his voice disappears behind his mask. Cute, Tanner. Very cute.

At the end of the platform, the skull with the orange fungus waits for me. One hand in front of the other, one knee at a time. I don’t think about the way the wood sinks into the ooze, the clotted blood that sloshes over the edges.

I’m glad that my grandmother never knew the truth about the Witchwoods. It’s not the fantasy world of her dreams, but a slowly unfolding horror with skull-mushrooms and taboo sex rituals.

This is easy. Compared to starting a business, to losing your grandmother, to being alone ... this is nothing.

I make the mistake of shifting my gaze up, noticing that hole in the rock wall on the other side of the pit.

The Hag Wytch is sleeping in there.

A sobering thought.

Dropping my attention back down, I crawl a little faster. The leather pants are surprisingly practical, protecting my skin from the rough wood and the warm blood. The further I get down the plank, the more it sinks, until I’m wondering if it’s even going to hold me.

It does, but only sort of. More like a lifeline than a dock. I don’t think about it. The only thing that matters is getting that fucking pumpkin and getting home. Please be safe, Flick, I think, knowing that my dog would rather die than leave my side. That’s what freaks me out. If I know that mutt—and I do—then he’s probably in the woods, avoiding capture, refusing food.

My cat is ... well, Georgia will feed Stix for me, but I doubt that demonic feline misses me much.

I inch forward and the wood sinks so deep into the muck that I have to disassociate from my body to keep from throwing up. Just a little more. Just a bit further.

Debris rolls down the rock wall, and I look up.

The Hag is perched at the edge of her cave, head cocked, human lips parted in surprise.

Oh fuck.

She leans down to look at me just as I feel the guys beginning to pull the wood in from behind me, reeling me to the shore. The pumpkin! I lunge forward to grab it, overbalance, and end up slamming face-first into the muck.

My left hand grips the wood platform as my right snatches the skull with the corpse pumpkin growing out of it. My fingers slip into the eyehole and latch on as the men drag me backward with dizzying speed.

The Hag opens her human mouth, and my blood turns to ice.

“Please don’t kill me! I have young children at home!” The sound of a woman’s cries emerge from the creature’s lips, and I shiver in revulsion and horror as Tanner and Brooks each take one of my arms and haul me to my feet.

The Hag shrieks, spreading her wings and taking flight as Marlowe unleashes arrow after arrow in her direction. They pierce her feathered hide, drawing a screech from the beak that serves as her nose.

I clutch the skull against my chest as Tanner swings me into his arms and takes off, Brooks and Marlowe following behind. The ground disappears beneath Tanner’s rapid footfalls as we dart between trees and duck under brunches. For as big as he is, he’s incredibly agile. When the Hag dives at us, he throws our bodies sideways, just narrowly avoiding those curved talons on her feet.

The skull goes tumbling from my arms, and I scramble up before Tanner has a chance to snatch me around the waist. I trip on some roots and fall to my knees, crawling forward to pick it up. The rope around my waist pulls taut and as soon as my hand is curved around that bloodied bone, I’m being yanked back like I’m on a leash.

Tanner jerks me up, his strong hand on the back of my neck. When I glance over at him, I see that his eyes are on Marlowe. He’s pinned to the ground under the Hag’s claws, his bow the only thing keeping her beak from closing over his throat. He’s bleeding from the face, but his dark eyes are clear and dangerous.

I don’t see Brooks anywhere.

Tanner makes a sound behind his mask, fingers tightening on the nape of my neck. He’s not going to help Marlowe; he’s going to take me and he’s going to run.

My hand lashes out and snatches the machete from his belt. Surprise is the only reason I get away from him, ducking out of his grip and taking off across the wet earth, through clumps of ferns and past a massive banana slug with curious eyestalks.

I swing the blade at the Hag’s narrow leg, the metal biting into her skin with a satisfying gush of red. She swings her head down at me, shrieks through her beak, and screams through her oh-so-human mouth.

“You’re tearing me apart! My insides are falling out!” It’s a man’s voice this time. A teenage boy’s voice, actually. There isn’t time to fixate on that. The Hag’s beak is coming for my fucking face.

Brooks appears like a dark god, lit up with flames and grabbing for the massive owl-like monster with hands-on-fire.

The rope at my waist goes taut. I’m on my back and being dragged, and then I’m in Tanner’s arms and looking over his shoulder as Marlowe scrambles back to his feet. His eyes meet mine, but only briefly. He returns his attention to Brooks and the Hag.

And then we round a corner and they disappear from sight.

Tanner is fast, and somehow along the way, I’ve dropped the machete but still have the skull with the corpse pumpkin growing from its eye socket. Ebon caws and circles down, snagging onto Tanner’s shoulder with sharp claws.

We skid to a stop in the dirt, and I hear the click of the door from behind me.

Without waiting to see if Brooks and Marlowe are following, Tanner steps inside the cottage and slams it shut.
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With his free hand, Tanner yanks the metal mask off of his face. The wolf ears on his hat are pressed flat in annoyance, and his shadow peers down at me from the ceiling. Ebon trills and ruffles her feathers.

“Thank fuck I had you on a leash,” he grumbles, clomping down the steps and tossing me onto the lumpy sofa. Tanner rubs both of his huge hands over his hair and down his face before he gives me a look. It’s half righteous anger and half ... well, it’s hot and makes me shift uncomfortably as I sit up, still clutching the skull. “You’re a tough bitch, and I like that. But Jesus fucking Christ, you have a death wish or something?”

“What about Brooks and Marlowe?” I ask, telling myself that my concern has nothing to do with the ritual we performed last night and everything to do with going home. That spell really dug into my blood and my heart. I feel ... obligated toward these guys. This coven shit is foisting a sense of camaraderie on me that they absolutely do not deserve. “We can’t just leave them out there.”

Tanner shakes his head at me, moving into the kitchen and retrieving a wooden spoon from one of the drawers. He brings it over and tosses it onto the couch beside me, ocean-fog eyes burning. He wets his lips as he looks me over.

“They’ll show up,” he says, but he doesn’t sound entirely sure about that. “Or not. Ain’t nothing we can do about it now except to get you cleaned up and started on the spell prep.”

I stand up, frustrated and angry and wet with gore. The move startles Ebon into the air, and she finds a unicorn horn—or whatever that dead thing is—to perch on.

“Can we go out, create a diversion or something? Like you did before?”

Tanner steps close to me, unconcerned by the blood and rot on my skin.

“I’m not letting you risk yourself like that.” He laughs, but it’s low and edgy, like he’s concerned but trying not to show it. “There’s no safeword for this shit, North. If I have to tie you up to keep you inside this house, I’ll do it.”

I close my eyes and seethe. When I open them, I find Tanner waiting patiently in front of me. He doesn’t seem to care much about getting home, not like the others. Makes me think that his motivations are a little bit different.

“Then why don’t you go out and create a distraction while I bathe?”

Tanner laughs at me again and shakes his head, reaching up to sweep his hat off. He tosses it on the sofa beside the wooden spoon.

“You really think I’d go out and risk myself like that? What if I died? What would happen to you? I’m not leaving my woman alone to fend for herself in this hellscape.” He turns away from me and heads toward the stairs in the back of the room. “Best course of action is to stay here and wait. Going out will only make things worse.”

I grit my teeth, but I set the skull aside and follow him. Even with worry gnawing at me, I can’t stand the smell of my own body right now. I just need it all off. Pretty sure there are maggots—

Nope. Don’t think about it. Don’t do it, Katelynn.

“I am not your woman,” I growl, careful to skirt around him so we don’t accidentally touch. I don’t think he’d actually try to fuck me in this state, but I’m only eighty-percent confident that I’m right. Tanner gives me a look, like he knows something I don’t. And then he smiles. Fifty-percent confident.

“Yes, you are,” he tells me, like it’s not even an argument or a debate, just a fact. “But you tell yourself whatever you want until it settles in.”

“I’m going to cut your balls off in your sleep,” I murmur, and he laughs again. He has a big laugh, but it’s husky, like velvet. I shiver.

“At least you’d be touching 'em.” That’s the last thing he says, following me into the cave and offering to help strip my blood-soaked clothes. “Doesn’t count if I initiate the touch,” he explains, and I sigh.

Getting blood-drenched leather pants off is not an easy task.

I’m stripped down to nothing, and without Marlowe around, the water is cold. Doesn’t matter. Tanner and I clean ourselves up, and then dress in furred robes until we get upstairs. He digs another set of pants from a wooden chest, and even though they’re a little big for me, I put them on. I slip into my bra, but I can’t find my shirt.

Doesn’t matter, I guess.

Tanner hands me the wooden spoon he got out earlier.

“Dig the corpse pumpkin outta that skull and add it to the cauldron.”

While I scrape the wood against the bone, I apologize in my head to whoever this skull belonged to. What a way to go, lost to the Witchwoods and killed by the Hag, dropped into a pit of corpses and left to rot. I push the thoughts from my mind, focusing on the task of freeing the orange fungi from its macabre home.

Tanner gathers ingredients and lays them out on the table, taking the cauldron downstairs to fill it with water and hauling it up with arm muscles bunching against the strain. There’s no way that thing weighs less than two-hundred pounds.

He hangs it up, starts a fire like he’s an outdoor survival expert, and starts to add jars and bottles and powders. With each ingredient, the smell changes, and so does the color of the smoke. Pink and then purple, red and then orange. Purple again. Black. White. Green. Sometimes, it swells and blooms like a small explosion.

And still, we wait.

No Brooks. No Marlowe.

“If they die, we have to look for new members, don’t we?” I ask softly, wondering if I’m going to be stuck in the Witchwoods until my old life is an impossibility, and the world has become something unrecognizable. Oh, Flick. Please go home with Georgia. I worry about Stix, and my grandmother’s house. That’s all I have left of my family, that house. My pets.

“Nope. If they die, we’ll live out the rest of our natural lives here.” Tanner doesn’t even look at me, shirtless and barefoot, dressed in another pair of leather pants. Only, these ones are brown and covered in charms that jangle when he walks. “Raise our kids, try to make a go of it.”

“Kids? I’m not having kids with you.” But that’s not the worst of what he’s just said. If ... Brooks and Marlowe are dead then I’m never going home? “We can’t find new people to fill their spots in the coven?” I clarify, and even the question sounds sacrilegious somehow.

Tanner doesn’t answer me this time, like he can tell that I already know the answer to that.

I finish scraping out the corpse pumpkin and dump it into the cauldron. Tanner gestures to my bag, and I know what I need to do. The fern fronds. The moss. They both scream in agony when I drop them into the boiling water. I won’t lie, that makes me feel super shitty. I hope they don’t actually feel pain.

“Can I kill the slug before I drop it in?” I whisper, looking between the slime-covered jar in my hand and the hot water. “Boiling something alive, I can’t do that.”

Tanner consults the old tome on the table, the one that I strongly suspect was written by Brooks’ own hand. After a few moments, he nods, and so I take a knife and put it through the slug’s head. When I’m sure it’s dead, I toss it into the water along with the snake’s remains.

I stand on one side of the cauldron with Tanner on the other. We both look up and our eyes catch. It’s been a while. Too long. They’re fucking dead, aren’t they? Dread fills my mouth, but I refuse to acknowledge it.

“Did any part of you ever like living here?” I ask Tanner, and the corner of his mouth lifts up, that silver scar tugging at his handsome face.

“No rules here, I like that,” he says, his gaze taking me in with a hunger that he doesn’t bother to hide. “I don’t give a shit about my family. Hell, I hope they’re all dead.” He crosses his arms over his inked chest, and I try not to stare. If I do, he’ll notice and he might take it for more than it is. “Only reason I wanted to go back was to find a wife.” His smile widens. “Now that I have one, I care less about getting out.”

“Whoa there, East,” I murmur, rubbing at my temples. “First, I’m your woman, and now I’m your wife? You need to chill out a little bit.”

“We’re a coven,” he tells me slowly, like that’s explanation enough. “You’re telling me that if you were to find yourself trapped here, just you and me left in the world, that you wouldn’t be at all interested?” Tanner steps around the cauldron, invading my space.

I refuse to give up an inch to him, and he knows it, his smile widening.

“Being trapped here, and being free back home are two entirely different things,” I say.

He clucks his tongue and shakes his head.

“That’s not an answer, Kate.” Tanner reaches out with two fingers and pushes on the cauldron. The bubbling liquid inside sloshes dangerously close to the edge. “And if it is, it’s almost like you’re telling me that we’d be better off here.”

My gaze narrows, hardens. I curl my hands into fists.

“If you dump that cauldron, I won’t care if we are the only two human beings left alive in the Witchwoods. I’ll flee you the first chance I get and start a new life somewhere else.”

Tanner seems to contemplate that. He actually stands there with his fingers on the cauldron, considering. I don’t know if he came into the Witchwoods like that or if he was warped by the magic or the stress of this place, but his morals are not black-and-white.

I swallow, but in the end, he releases the cauldron and moves away to stand in the circular entrance that leads to the hallway. There are doors on either side, those spiral stairs at the end of it. Tanner crosses his arms and waits there, like he’s expecting Marlowe and Brooks to come from that direction instead of the front door.

Nobody comes from anywhere.

It’s just me and Tanner and a boiling cauldron—for hours.
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I don’t let myself think about the consequences of losing Marlowe and Brooks. The rest of my life bound to these woods, fighting to survive with every breath and sleeping the world away.

Tanner offers to get us something to eat, and I accept. He feeds me tough venison jerky and fruit juice and hard bread. The couch is ruined from the gore I brought with me earlier, so we sit at the table together, neither of us talking.

“I’d expect a man who was interested in me to, you know, talk,” I tell him after a while, and he lifts his head from his meal, a slow smile etching its way onto his handsome face.

“Is that how it works in the time period you come from?” he asks, but I can tell right away that it’s meant to be a joke. He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms, studying me. “I’m not sure there’s much for us to talk about. We’ll have to build new memories together instead.”

My heart jumps strangely, but I shove it back down. Loneliness is a poison, one that can make even the strongest bottle of arsenic look appealing. I can’t do that to myself, fall into whatever Tanner’s offering without really thinking it through first.

Chances are that when we get back, he’ll disappear. Not that I mind. I’m planning to tell them all to fuck off if ... you know, the other two aren’t dead. But if they aren’t and we somehow make it home, they’re not staying with me. I won’t let them.

“You come across as a man with loose morals,” I tell him honestly, sipping my juice. It’s caught somewhere between strawberry and watermelon with dashes of lemon and mint. It glitters, and it glows, but I waited for Tanner to drink two glasses before I tasted mine, so I’m sure it’s safe to drink.

“Ahh, so that’s what’s bothering you,” he says, gaze shifting to the hearth and the fire he started when it began to grow dark outside. I can’t see anything, but there’s a clock on the wall and Tanner said that the sun sets at the same time every day. He would know better than I do. “You’re afraid that when we get back, I’ll take off.”

I was thinking that, but I just shrug my shoulders.

He leans in toward me, putting one huge arm on the table. His tattoos pull at his skin, writhing like living things, vines and flowers and stars woven together and shifting like they’re alive. I stare at those until I realize he isn’t going to speak until I look at his face.

“I take this shit seriously, Kate. I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

“Whenever I start thinking that you’re alright, you add on a little extra to your sentence and ruin it entirely.” I look away from him, trying to think about things from the eighties that I like. “Bonnie Tyler, Total Eclipse of the Heart.”

“Huh?” Tanner sits back and when I look at him, there’s a streak of confusion on his face. “What the fuck? Is that the sort of music you’re into?” He puts both hands over his mouth and leans his head back. I think he might be laughing at me.

I’m not embarrassed. My grandma loved that song, and I don’t care if he likes it or not. At least he knows what I’m talking about.

“Fine. I know plenty of other songs from the eighties. What did you listen to?”

Tanner drops his head and places his palms on the table, leaning in toward me. His eyes shine.

“You lookin’ for things we might have in common?” he asks, lips twitching. “The sex wasn’t enough?”

“Sex is a good starting point for a relationship, but it doesn’t do you any good if someone is sick or hurt or depressed. It doesn’t save you from a strong storm, doesn’t drive you to doctor’s appointments, doesn’t appreciate the passage of time in wrinkles and memories.” I exhale sharply, and his brows pinch together like he’s considering what I just said.

“Oh, baby, who hurt you?” he asks me, but our conversation is interrupted by a sound from downstairs. Tanner is out of his chair faster than I can register what’s going on, and he heads for the hallway and the staircase, putting himself between me and whatever might be coming up the steps with wet, soggy thumps. “Took you long enough, Christ,” is what he says, exhaling sharply.

Tanner steps aside, making room for a bloodied Brooks and a very angry Marlowe. The latter throws his bow onto the ground, the already splintered pieces scattering across the floor. He makes his way over to me, sopping wet and dripping.

I stand up, and he backs me into the counter, slamming his palm down on its wooden surface. With a shaking hand, he reaches up and jerks his mask down his face.

“Did you hear a word that I said?” he breathes, his eyes dark with rage. There’s no pupil, just a pit of black in the center of too much white. His brows are up, and his lips are pursed. He’s bloody, too, and it drains down his forehead in pinkish rivulets.

“I—”

He doesn’t let me speak.

“I told you not to risk yourself for that fucking pumpkin, didn’t I?” Marlowe is dripping cold water all over me as he intimidates and pushes, obliterating my space. I tighten my lips, but I’m not sure how to respond. He slams his palm into the counter again. “You could’ve fallen into the Pit and drowned in corpses. Been eaten by the Hag. Would that have helped our case?”

Ah. He’s upset because if I die, he can’t go back. Makes sense.

“I got it, didn’t I? We’re going home, aren’t we?” I retort, shivering as water droplets hit my chest and run down between my breasts.

“By the skin of our fucking teeth,” he breathes out, voice growing quieter, eyes getting wider. He’s terrifying like that, and I know I can’t trust Lo for shit.

“I saved you,” I add, because it feels like he doesn’t care, that he didn’t notice. I don’t know why, but that bothers me.

“Why?” he whispers, still up in my face, his voice a slinking menace that wraps around me and makes me shiver again. His hat is covered in black lotus and lily pads, a tiny frog peering at me from the top of one.

Because you’re my ticket home. Because you’re a human being. Because ... because ...

“You’re broken and sad and angry,” is how I reply, and Marlowe rears back like he’s been slapped. He turns and paces the floor, kicks his bow, curses under his breath. When he drops his head, dark hair falling into his face, I leave him be and turn to Brooks.

He’s waiting with his arms crossed, bleeding and dripping a puddle onto the floor. His metal mask is already off, his expression steely and fixed on me.

“Do you want to be the leader of this coven, North?” he asks me, his voice calm but restrained. He’s just barely holding back his rage as he stalks toward me. He doesn’t invade my space quite the same way as Marlowe, but he certainly doesn’t keep a respectable distance either.

“What?” I ask, and Brooks shakes his head. The eyes on his hat squinch shut in frustration, crinkling the black suede fabric and making the charms on the brim jingle.

“Either you follow my orders, or you fight me. I won’t go easy on you because you’re a woman, but I will give you a fair chance, just like I did with Tanner and Lo. So, what is it? Do you want to be the leader or do you want to fucking listen to what I tell you?”

I’m so mad that I’m shaking all over again, but I’m also so relieved to see them alive that some of that rage is tamped down, making it manageable.

“I wouldn’t know the first place to begin as the leader,” I grate out between clenched teeth, and Brooks steps back, shaking his head. “But you already knew that.”

“Right. So when I say go back to the house with Tanner and don’t interfere, what the fuck are you going to do?” He raises a brow and waits for me to respond. It takes every ounce of my pride to do it.

“Leave Marlowe to die and obey your orders,” I whisper sarcastically, knowing that as soon as we cross back over to the real world, that I’m done with this man. With all of these men.

“Exactly.” Brooks turns away, dismissing me as he studies Tanner, studies the cauldron. Nods. “Good. Let’s get this done quickly, and we won’t have to sleep for another month. There’s not much time left before the lullaby.”

Brooks strips his shirt off and tosses it aside. It hits the floor with a soggy thump as he begins to dig through the items on the counter, tossing them into the cauldron without even looking at it. Marlowe spends a few moments gathering himself and then does the same.

When they’re finished, all three men stand around the cauldron and turn to me.

I know without even asking that I need to stand in the north. So I do. Brooks leans in and spits into the mixture, and the other men follow. I don’t argue or ask. Monkey see, monkey do.

“I’m glad you’re both alive,” I say, even though they walked in with their cocks swinging and their aggression surging. There was a reason for it, I guess.

The room is silent as all three of them study me again. Three huge bodies, austere expressions, ink and muscle and magic. I can smell their sweat and the blood that may or may not belong to them, the oddly fragrant drift of the cauldron smoke.

“Yeah?” Brooks asks finally, reaching past me to grab a goblet off the counter. “Then maybe you won’t throw a shit fit over this.”

He shoves his pants down his hips, spits into his palm, and then fists his massive cock with his hand. I inhale sharply, nostrils flared, but I don’t move from my spot.

“The goblet is a representation of the divine feminine,” he tells me, stroking himself. “Do you know what the divine masculine is represented by?”

“A knife?” I guess, trying not to stare but struggling to keep my eyes on anything but the slick slide of his rough palm down that veiny cock. They’re just so blatant about this stuff, and that’s not how I was raised. My family wasn’t prudish or anything, but it was generally accepted that sex stuff stays in the bedroom and isn’t talked about much.

I shift on my feet.

“Good girl,” Brooks tells me dryly, pumping himself a little harder, a little faster. He’s looking at me even though I’ve fixed my own gaze on the cauldron between us. “You sure you don’t want to help me out? Make this go faster?”

I look up to meet his eyes, and I know that I was right: he doesn’t like me much. He is genuinely asking for my help because we’re out of time, and I hate that.

“Do it yourself,” I tell him, because my pride can only stretch so thin.

“If we don’t make it tonight, will you still have a house next month?” he wonders aloud, and I grit my teeth, stepping toward him and closing my fist over his crown. Our eyes meet, and I realize that I do want him to like me. I don’t know why. Generally, I can’t be bothered with people who don’t like me. I am who I am, and I can’t force a connection that isn’t there.

But this? Something about this feels wrong.

With our eyes locked together, I slide my fist down his cock until my hand meets his. Brooks releases himself, putting two big hands on my shoulders. I’m surprised when he goes for the straps of my bra, drawing it off and forcing me to pause what I’m doing so that he can toss it aside.

I exhale, feeling the heavy weights on my chest, the peaked discomfort of my nipples. Between my legs, a heat is rising, and I’m ashamed of that. Amongst all of this—the Hag, and the pit, and the uncertainty—I’m aroused? It’s not my fault, really. Three gorgeous men, two of whom aren’t wearing shirts. And that magic from last night. That damned magic ...

Brooks drops the goblet down to catch his release, squeezing one of his hands on my shoulder as his hips pump into my grip. His thighs shake. He makes sounds that worm their way into my skin and make me fidgety.

“Here,” he pants, passing over the goblet to Marlowe as I release him.

I turn, but Lo is already fucking himself with his hand, hard and fast and perfunctory. His brows are pinched, and there’s an angry neutrality to his face that snaps when I look at him.

“I don’t need or want your help,” he growls at me, but he struggles to keep his eyes from my breasts. I step back into my position and wait. Doesn’t take long. I decide to point that out.

“That was quick,” I tell him, but he ignores me, spurting into the cup and spattering white droplets onto his pants. Marlowe shoves the cup in Tanner’s direction, and he turns to me with a question in his eyes that I ignore.

I stare sideways at Marlowe, noting the way he controls his breathing and his gaze.

“You really are a tough bitch, you know that?” Tanner murmurs, but then he gets to work, his attention bathing my body with the heat of his stare. I pretend not to notice, fixated on Marlowe because I can’t look at Brooks either.

“Saving yourself for Miriam?” I whisper to Lo, which is probably a cruel thing to say. Still, he ignores me, so I decide to return the favor.

“Oh yeah, right there, Kate,” Tanner murmurs, and I flick my eyes back just in time to see the corner of his lip curve up. He finishes in the cup, filling it to overflowing, and then dumps the semen into the cauldron.

Please tell me I don’t have to drink any of this stuff, I think, but if it means getting home, then I’ll do it.

“Your turn,” Brooks intones, reaching back and plucking a fancy looking blade from the counter. He passes it over to me, and I notice with a shock of horror that the hilt is shaped like a cock. Carved of something smooth and cool, it’s not a subtle motif. White and veined with blue. Granite maybe? I’m not sure. “Fuck yourself with that, and then dip the hilt into the potion.”

“Fuck myself with a knife?” I ask, but then I look up at him, and I see that he’s dead serious.

“More like an athame.” He sighs. “North, I’m getting sick of asking this question,” Brooks begins, walking around the cauldron and snagging me around the waist with a strong arm. “Do you want to go home or not?”

“I didn’t touch you,” I tell him, and he gives me a mirthless smile in return.

“I never made that deal.” Brooks tosses me over the back of an overstuffed armchair, yanks my pants down my hips, and puts the tip of the blade’s hilt against my opening. I grip the chair with tight fingers, but I don’t struggle or ask him to stop. Not sure that it would matter if I did.

Brooks pushes the smooth head against me, and my body welcomes the invasion with open arms. I’m already wet—likely from watching the three of them empty their sacks into the goblet—and it’s an easy fit. I groan when the arms of the T-shaped hilt hit the outside of me, one end rubbing my clit with a cool metal ball that was probably installed for this explicit purpose.

“We need you dripping, North,” Brooks murmurs, almost as if he’s talking to himself. There’s a pause there as he thinks it over. When his huge hand smacks into my ass, I let out an embarrassing groan that has blood rushing to my face.

“What the fuck?” I gasp out, but Brooks does it again, pumping the athame’s hilt into me with strong, sure strokes. When his hand cracks my ass again, I can feel my pussy tighten around the toy. I’m so mortified that I don’t even know how to protest since it’s obvious that I like this.

“Should’ve spanked your ass anyway when you disobeyed my orders.” Brooks fists my hair, drawing my head up so that my back is arched, my ass on display for all three of the men. “But you like it so much that I’m not sure it’s a punishment at all.”

I feel the orgasm building already even though I know I don’t want to come for Brooks. I did for Marlowe last night, and he didn’t deserve it. Tanner is an obsessive psycho, but at least he’s interested in me.

“Tanner,” I manage to whisper, but Brooks only laughs at me.

“Oh no, not this time.” He leans over me, and I feel hot wetness on my thighs. Iron and copper taints the air, and I realize what it is: Brooks is holding the blade and fucking me with it, and he’s bleeding for the privilege. “A rogue soldier doesn’t get a choice.”

He works the item against me, into me, his breath fanning against the side of my neck. Bet some of his blood is getting inside of me. I like that, too, damn it. Maybe I’m kinkier than I thought? I don’t hate this the way I should.

The orgasm hits too hard, knocking the breath out of me. My own thighs quiver as badly as Brooks’ did, especially when I feel the growing hardness in his pants pressed against my left ass cheek. His hips move a little, almost as if he can’t control them, and the thought of that drives me the rest of the way to the edge.

I’m sucking in sharp breaths, tears pricking my eyes, knees going weak. Brooks draws the toy out of me and steps away, leaving me to slump against the chair. Tanner is there to take me by the waist, hauling me up to a standing position and wrenching my pants into place.

There’s a look in his eyes that disturbs me, like he enjoyed that as much as I did. He likes to watch?

“I thought I was your woman?” I retort, covering my breasts by crossing my arms.

He cocks his head at me, like he doesn’t understand the question.

“You are my woman. Unfortunately, being in a coven means having to share. Just the way things are.” He shrugs one massive shoulder, his other arm keeping me on my feet. “I’m just thrilled that we have a woman in the coven at all.”

The coven. The coven. The coven.

How the hell am I going to escape the coven? A sense of foreboding creeps over my shoulders, but I ignore it. Escaping the Witchwoods is the only thing that matters, even if my cheeks are blazing with heat—both the ones on my face as well as my ass.

I glare at Brooks as Tanner guides me back to the cauldron, but he’s too busy dipping the athame into the liquid to notice. The smoke changes color again, from white to red. Because of my juices. My wetness is part of this spell. I exhale and accept the athame when Brooks hands it back to me.

He squeezes his bloodied palm over the liquid, adding more of himself to the mix.

“Add your blood,” Brooks commands me, and I don’t hesitate to make a horizontal cut on my wrist. I have a feeling that if I don’t do it, one of the men will do it for me. Tanner follows suit, and Marlowe is last.

The jar of salve makes its way around, and I watch in horror as Brooks opens a metal spigot on the side of the cauldron. Hot liquid spills into a vial. It’s black as pitch now, and smells a bit like sex and flowers and secrets. We’re drinking this, aren’t we? Ugh.

After filling four identical vials, Brooks tucks them into a leather bag that hooks to his waist. He puts on one of the bone necklaces from last night, replaces his hat. The other men do the same, and so I do, too. Hats, masks, and collars for everyone. Tanner whistles, and his crow alights on my shoulder.

Alright then. Guess we’re taking her with us. Her claws hurt a little, but I don’t mind.

“Don’t say a word until I do,” Brooks tells me, uncorking a different vial. He smears blood over his lips, passing it around until the rest of us have done the same. My lips tingle and swell, like maybe there’s venom in this blood. “Helps you remember to be silent,” he explains, almost reluctantly.

I’d say that I appreciated the effort, but he just spanked me without my consent.

Our gazes clash, and I tell him with my own that his dislike is mutual.

Blood, sex, and bones.

The Witchwoods are a strange place indeed.

Marlowe pushes his mask into place, slams a lid onto the cauldron, and then he and Tanner slide the handle over a thick wooden pole. They each place one end of the pole on their shoulders, and then follow Brooks up the stairs to the door.

I’m the last one out, but I don’t hesitate. Don’t even look back.

I am more than ready to get the fuck out of here.
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Marlowe

I’ve never been so invested in anything in my life. I want out of these fucking woods, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make that happen. Damn an innocent woman. Violate her. Trap her here.

I don’t regret it in the least.

My gaze shifts to the fourth and final member of our coven, some woman with orange hair and a big mouth. Katelynn Poppy. It’s a ridiculous name, but it suits her somehow. She’s got some spunk, but it’s clear that she likes a nice, hard fuck, too.

I feel the edge of my mouth curl, but I tell myself that I don’t care. That the second woman I’ve ever slept with is somebody I don’t know and don’t like. Miriam was enough for me, but that’s clearly over and done with.

She married Dennis? When I think of my best friend and my girlfriend getting together, tying the knot, and having kids, there’s an itchiness under my skin that makes me violent. It’s the fear of missing out, of knowing you’ve been left behind and forgotten.

“They come to the Witchwoods every year to throw a candlelight vigil for you.” I breathe out hard through my nose, the sound trapped by the metal of the mask. There are air holes on the bottom and sides of it, but it’s stuffy in here. I shouldn’t do that.

My attention shifts to the woman again, to our Northwoods.

Part of me hates her because of the things she’s said, of the truths she’s told me that better not be lies. If I find out that any of her words were false, I won’t care that we’re in a coven together. I will walk away, and I won’t look back.

I understand that nothing in my situation is her fault, but I can’t help but hate her anyway. She was putty under my hands, and I loved every second of it. Loved fucking her in a way that I never loved fucking Miriam.

I adjust the wooden pole on my shoulder, careful not to spill any of the liquid inside the cauldron.

The woods are dark and speckled with luminescence. Animals watch us pass by without judgment. Other things, more discerning things study us with contempt or pity or bemusement. Faeries and demons and monsters, none of whom are a match for the Hag Wytch.

I shudder as I recall the memory of lying on my back, feeling my bow crack under her beak. If it’d been night, I’d have been dead. But the Hag’s powers are diminished during the day, so much so that she usually doesn’t bother to come out of her nest.

Maybe having a full coven at her Pit was too much of a temptation to resist?

Despite my dislike, I find my attention drawn to Kate again. As angry as I am with her, I’m pleased, too. She kept the corpse pumpkin, making this spell possible, this spell that I want more than I want to keep my own life. She saved that, too, and then ...

“You’re broken and sad and angry.” I feel my hatred curl in on itself when I think of her words. How dare this bitch pity me? She’ll be back in time to pay her mortgage. She has no right to pity. All she should feel is gratitude that she’s the final member of this coven.

The Witch’s Tree is obvious even in the pitch-dark of the woods, its massive girth shaming the other trees. It stretches so far into the sky that even during the day, I can’t find the top of it.

Tanner and I set the cauldron down carefully, helping Brooks drag it into place before the three of us heft it up and pour the liquid into the hole on the front of the trunk. Something grumbles with displeasure from inside, but I don’t know enough about the mechanics of the tree to give a fuck what it is.

I don’t care.

All I care about is leaving this place. Brooks swears that he’s seen this spell work once before. Maybe it doesn’t? Maybe he’s lying? Maybe, when he saw four people perform this spell together, they went somewhere else, somewhere worse than this place?

But all we can do is try.

I have to try.

My parents should still be alive. My sisters. Miriam. Dennis.

It’s not too late to reclaim some of what I left behind.

Brooks sets a fire at the base of the tree with a snap of his fingers, and we stand at the four corners. The trunk is too big for us to hold hands, but we put our arms out on either side of us, and we begin to dance.

There was no time tonight to teach North the steps, so she stumbles at first, and I feel my jaw clench. If she fucks this up, we’ll have to gather all the spell ingredients again, start from scratch. It’ll take weeks.

It’s not her fault, Lo. I know that. I do. Doesn’t matter.

I wish I could yell at her, snap at her, make her understand the severity of the situation, but our tongues are equally tied.

She’s annoyingly beautiful in the firelight, her heavy breasts revealed when she spins, orange and black hair flying around her in a blur of color. Her nipples are pink-tipped and perfect. I want them between my teeth. I want her underneath me with her legs spread wide. I want her groaning my name and clawing at my back the way she did last night.

Each thought feels like a slap to the face, so I shred those feelings and let them simmer like rage. Brooks thinks he’s obligated to North because we’re in the same coven. Tanner just wants a partner, and he thinks fucking and falling for someone in his coven makes the most sense.

I just want out. I just want to go home.

Brooks begins our song, a humming that calls the power in these woods without drawing the Hag. It’s an easy tune, and Kate picks up on it more quickly than she grasps the steps of the dance.

Together, we sing and spin, and the fire climbs higher.

The night edges forward.

What little time we have ticks past.

My skin is shiny with sweat, my cock rigid with the excitement of the spell, with the power. With Kate, her own skin soft and slick and pale. Big, full tits. Tucked little waist. Round hips. The mask, the flames, the necklace of bones she wears, it turns her into something wild. Her witch hat catches the light of the fire and casts ragged cone-like shadows on the trees behind us.

One of those shadows is wearing horns, a representation of Kate’s cardinal direction. Wings for a West. Tails for an East. Antlers for a South. They have no problem replicating the dance, big and dark and stretched out as they spin with us.

Kate finally catches on, matching her steps to ours.

The flames turn a bluish-black, like a bruise. Whatever is inside of the tree groans like it’s in pain. Brooks takes down his mask.

We all do the same, and when he passes over the potion vials, we drink together.

It tastes like fucking sin. Blood and sex and power. Shit.

We spit into the flames, and then Brooks speaks the first word of the spell. He speaks so quickly that it sounds like tongues. Fortunately, we don’t have to repeat any of it. I only know what it says because I’ve read the book so many times.

“Into the womb of the world, we return. Out of the Witchwoods and back into Mother Earth. We have received a blessing that we refused, and into sin we crawl. Into sin, we are unborn. May Father Earth remake us upon our deaths. May we see the Witchwoods once our bodies have joined the dirt. Bless our unholy union with the gift of free travel.”

His voice calls the Hag Wytch right to us. Tanner’s crow calls out a warning, swooping low to alert us to the threat.

I can hear the Hag screeching in the woods, can hear the flap of her massive wings.

“Come here.” Brooks grabs Kate by the wrist, shoving her hand into the hole on the tree. And then her other hand. The rest of her body. He pushes her into the hole and makes her crawl. When he turns to me, I know that I’m next.

I don’t need help, digging my fingers into the hole and hauling myself through it. It’s tight, like a birth canal made of wood and mud. There are small ferns in here, banana slugs, moths that flutter away from me as I squeeze through as fast as I can, struggling through the narrow space. My hat scrapes the walls but doesn’t come off.

“I didn’t fucking think I would die like this!” the Hag screams from behind me, the last words of her victims trapped inside her for eternity. I crawl faster harder, can feel Tanner right behind me.

When I end up with Kate’s ass in my face, I put out a hand and I shove her as hard as I can. There’s a resistance and a pressure, and then she’s tumbling forward and I’m scrambling out after her. Tanner’s bird follows with a cawing shriek, circling above us with frantic flaps of her wings.

I step on something—a metal dog bowl?—and then I hit my knees in the wet dirt. Kate is on her hands and knees, too, turning and falling on her ass as she lets out a gasp of surprise. I follow her gaze to see what she’s looking at.

Tanner is forcing his massive body out of the hole, fingers digging into the bark, teeth gritted. He falls onto the ground in front of me, panting and rolling onto his back. He grabs onto the brim of his hat with a groan, tugging at it as his wolf ears twitch.

That’s not what Kate is looking at, her gaze on the Witch’s Tree.

It’s just a stump.

The woods are thinned out, and the trunks are smaller. Nothing glows. Nothing looks back at us. The air feels different, smells different. I can hear a plane soaring above the canopy.

Home.

After twenty fucking years, I’m finally home.
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Kate

There’s no Brooks. For so long, there’s no fucking Brooks.

Who cares? I’m home. He doesn’t mean anything to me. I don’t even like him.

I shove up to my feet, sprinting past Marlowe and Tanner. I throw my body at the hole, managing to get both arms in before Tanner snags me around the waist.

“Oh no you don’t,” he warns me, but then I feel Brooks’ hand and I’m pulling, tugging, widening the hole from our end with my body. He drags himself through the narrow space and, when Tanner yanks me backward to free me, Brooks comes with us.

We fall together in a jumble of arms and legs and blood. Brooks is bleeding all the fuck over me.

“What the fuck is that? What’s happening to me? I want to go home!” the Hag screams in the voice of a young girl, its massive head pushing through the narrow hole in the tree. It’s bulbous and misshapen, like an egg trying to pass through a straw.

With a curse, Marlowe is on his feet and using a knife to slice through one of the scars on his arm. He throws the blood into the Hag’s face, and she screeches like a bird. Her head twists back and forth, mouth and beak both snapping at him.

I’m up first, stumbling to his side and grabbing his arm in tight fingers. He doesn’t look at me, but as soon as I touch him, he yanks a charm from his hat and tosses it at her. The Hag is knocked back again. Deeper into the hole. Disappearing in the shadows.

It’s like whatever gate we just opened is closing, and she’s not quite fitting through.

Tanner and Brooks step up beside us, and Marlowe adds another charm from his hat. Then he spits. Tanner and Brooks do it. I don’t even think about it. We all slam our palms on the trunk of the tree, and I catch the final scream from the Hag’s mouth, her victim’s agony pouring out.

“It hurts so bad. It fucking hurts. Don’t leave me!”

And then she’s gone, and the woods are quiet. Nothing glows here ... except for us.

We are glowing.

“Holy fucking shit!” a voice exclaims from behind me, and a skeleton of dread climbs my spine.

I whirl around and there’s a woman in a flannel shirt pointing her phone at me.

“Okay, hi,” I say, putting out my hands to try to diffuse the situation. Yeah, there is no coming back from this. We are screwed. The Witchwood Boys are going to trend.

I wish I could throw up right now.

“The Witchwoods legend is real?” she shrieks, and then she looks down at her phone and curses. “I forgot to record?!” The girl clears her throat and then a bunch of words just start cascading from her lips. I recognize her. She’s a ghost story and legends YouTuber. Big on TikTok, too. Big everywhere. “Guys, get over here now. That missing chick we were supposed to be covering, she’s right fucking here!”

Brooks stalks forward, and I choke on a gasp as he spatters blood across the forest floor. The only reason I can see him at all is because one, he’s glowing. And two, he’s just walked into the light from the woman’s phone.

He snatches it from her hand, stares at it. Turns it around. His brow furrows.

Oh. He’s from 1955. This should be interesting.

Brooks though, he’s ... a unique character.

He snaps the phone in his hand, drops it to the ground, and crushes it with his boot. Probably all while being live-streamed. That’s ... not going to help our cause.

Another three people stumble out of the woods, all of them wielding phones of their own.

“You are that Katelynn girl, aren’t you?” one of them says before turning to the others. “Aren’t you glad we came here instead of her house? I told you that this was the better story. The fucking Witchwoods are the real deal?”

“We weren’t in the Witchwoods,” I shout randomly, pausing Brooks in his tracks. I’m not certain, but it is possible that these men would kill to keep the Witchwoods secret.

We’re going to have to come up with an alternate plan because these people are probably live-streaming, too. Everything that’s happening now is being broadcast to a large audience.

Wonderful.

“We were just ... camping,” I continue, aware that I’m dressed in a witch hat covered in bones, handmade leather pants with sinew ties, combat boots with dried flowers dangling from the laces, and no bra. Just a necklace of yeah, more bones and dried flowers.

Brooks is covered in blood. Tanner has a six-eyed crow on his shoulder. Marlowe’s hat is growing ferns as we speak.

A giant owl monster with two mouths almost came out of a hole in a tree.

This is ... this is so fucked.

If any of these people put their hands in this tree tonight, they’ll end up in the Witchwoods. They’ll be eaten. Or end up in the Hag’s pit. Best case scenario is that they make it out without talking, and then tell all their friends about the beautiful, magical experience they just had, the way my grandma did.

“We were backpacking,” I correct, laughing a little as I straighten out my hat. “At a renaissance fair.” It’s straight-up the dumbest thing I’ve ever said in my life, but I need to cast doubt in these people. I need them to think I’m absolutely insane. “Glow-paint and crazy costumes.”

“Who are these guys then?” one of the men asks, and then he’s flicking through his phone, eyes widening. He looks up and then turns his phone to his face. “The other three, I knew I recognized them. Brooks McDowell. Tanner Skye. Marlowe Waverley.”

“They’re my cousins,” I bite out, grabbing Marlowe by the arm and yanking him along. We have to leave and try not to draw attention to the Witch’s Tree. Staying here and trying to defend it only makes it more enticing. “And we’re calling the ranger. You can’t be in these woods at night without a permit.”

I start walking when I hear a baying bark from behind me. Spinning around, I find Flick racing toward me, tail wagging. He’s a bit skinnier, but not much. I spot a pair of metal dog bowls by the base of the tree, and I know that someone’s been feeding him. Georgia.

“Flick!” I catch him when he leaps into my arms, spinning around like we do before an agility run. It gets him more excited, makes him run faster. “Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.” I kiss all over him as he pants in my arms, quivering with energy.

When Marlowe steps too close, Flick bares his teeth at him as I struggle not to get teary-eyed.

“Good boy,” I whisper, forcing myself to keep walking when all I want to do is sag to the ground and hug my dog. I reluctantly set him down, and he taps his paws against the ground, butt in the air. He’s inviting me for play, but I don’t have any toys and we really need to get the fuck out of here.

“Were they recording us?” Marlowe asks as he follows after me. I snag Brooks by the arm next and steer him away from the gaping influencers while Tanner jogs to catch up. He starts to take point, like he did in the woods, and then thinks twice about heading off the group.

He has no idea where we’re going—none of them do.

My lips curve, despite the situation.

All of a sudden, our power dynamics have changed, and I stop.

I release Brooks’ arm. Where is he bleeding from? I wonder, and then I remind myself that I’m not supposed to care. Fuck these guys.

“Yes, they’re recording us,” I say, glancing over at Brooks to see if he understands. Marlowe was in the early era of phones and webcams, so he kind of gets it. Tanner was around for camcorders, so he probably does, too. Brooks ... I’m not sure what he’s learned about changing times from the other two. “Videotaping us. And the videotape they’re making, it’s being watched all over the country, like a live news report.”

Nobody responds, so I continue, like I’m getting at something.

“If they touch the tree tonight, they’ll cross over.”

“So what?” Marlowe growls out, teeth clenched. There’s a desperation in his face, a desire to take off and start walking. So, why doesn’t he? Isn’t coming home the only thing he’s ever wanted? “Not our problem. Warn them off it, and let them make their own choices.”

I furrow my brows and skirt around Tanner, marching to the edge of the trees and ... the street beyond it. Tears prick my eyes as I spot the row of pastel-colored houses with their azaleas and rhododendrons much further through the season than I left them.

It’s July now, not June.

I rush forward, snatch a large stone from one of the yards, and then smash in a car window. The alarm goes off, and I toss the rock aside, sending up a silent apology to the owner. I cannot let those influencers get ahold of footage of themselves entering the Witch’s Tree. Flick starts barking, and I let him, hoping to draw attention to the woods.

If I can just chase them off tonight, they’ll come back tomorrow and see for themselves that it doesn’t work.

I wait until I see the house’s front door open, and then I take off running with Flick by my side.

If that doesn’t help bring the cops and scare off the crew of influencers, there isn’t much more that I can do about it. I don’t have a phone. These men truly don’t care. All I can do is get them out of here before they’re recorded doing something else that’s off-kilter.

I have to take them with me, at least for now.

The thought is simultaneously sobering and horrifying.

“Shit.” I bite my thumbnail, tap it against my teeth. I stop running when we’re a few blocks away, turning to see that all three guys are right behind me. Just like I knew they would be. Oh, yeah, the power dynamics are absolutely different. “I should leave you three outside to starve and freeze to death, but I’m worried you’ll get caught by a pack of thirsty influencers.”

The meaning is lost on everyone but Marlowe. I’m not sure he knows exactly what an influencer is, but he gets the gist of it.

“We’re going viral, aren’t we?” he asks, and I remember the Numa Numa video again. Right. He does get it.

“Yeah, probably,” I respond, and he closes his eyes like he’s in pain.

“You aren’t the sort of woman who leaves her man outside to starve,” Tanner replies, working his jaw. He shrugs his shoulders, rolls his head around on his neck, and visibly relaxes. Ebon circles above us, catching Flick’s attention. “I feel as lost here as I ever did in the Witchwoods.”

I just stand there, and I’m not a heartless bitch. Wish that I were. But I’m not. It’s why my heart hurts so much when people leave me, why I struggle to bring new people close. Too soft and squishy but also too reclusive and prickly.

I want to be seen, and these three men are looking right at me. My hand falls to Flick’s head, scratching him behind the ears as he whines at me.

“You can stay for one night,” I say, and I really mean it. At that moment, I swear to myself that I do. They can stay a night ... or two. Just to get acclimated to the awful reality that is modern-day life. They’ll need a guide here, someone to help them reintegrate into society. “Brooks?”

I’m staring at him, but he’s looking around like he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

“This looks nothing like the place I left,” he breathes, his eyes on the newer model cars in nearby driveways. On a satellite dish. On a man playing VR inside the window of a house with the curtains wide open. Wait until I tell him about AI and self-driving cars. I snap my fingers, and he cants me a dry, derisive look, like he’s annoyed. “Eureka is a big city now.”

“It’s more like what constitutes a town nowadays,” I add with a little cringe. Um. When Brooks went missing, the world’s population was only two-point-seven billion. Yikes. Isn’t he going to be surprised when he sees some of the new apartment complexes?

I turn away and keep walking, knowing that they’ll follow. I think of myself in the Witchwoods and how I had zero choice but to do as they said. Same goes here. Who’s the boss now, Brooks? I don’t look back at him, satisfied that he’s freaked out enough to behave.

I notice a few minutes later that Marlowe’s footsteps are slowing, skipping, faltering. When I turn to him, I see that he’s poised at the bottom of a wide staircase. It belongs to a beautiful Craftsman-era home with a wide porch and comfy-looking rocking chairs.

There are posters in the yard with Marlowe’s face on them.

I know this house from my research: this is his parents’ place. They never moved, just in case their son came home someday.

I choke on a surprised sound, my hand covering my mouth. He’s staring up at the front door, metal mask hanging from his chin, witch hat tilted back. The porch lights carve his beautiful face into shards of pain and loss. Damn it. Don’t humanize yourself like that, you dick.

The ferns on his hat die, replaced by orange chrysanthemums. His shadow crumbles to the ground in a mess of wings and sorrow.

“Who am I fucking kidding?” Lo murmurs, turning away. I almost think for a second that I see a glaze of tears in his eyes, but then he looks up at me and purses his lips into a neutral, unfeeling line. “I’m not home,” he says, tucking his hands into his pockets. “I don’t have a home. Not anymore.”

He continues on, and I notice another sign as he passes, one with an age-progression photo on it. If Marlowe hadn’t gone missing, he’d be forty-three instead of twenty-three right now. It’s not like time passed the same for him, and he simply didn’t age. That might be a blessing. This, knowing that you slept and time passed without you, that’s hurtful.

That’s the worst.

I’m nervous as hell about having been gone thirty days. I don’t exactly know what that means to me, but I’m pretty sure I can dig myself out of it. I haven’t really lost much. These guys? They’ve lost everything.

I try to remind myself of that, so that I don’t hate them as much, but the resentment is there. They used me, even knowing that so many things could go wrong from the moment they made me talk to right now. Yes, I made it, but it was a stroke of luck.

We cross mostly empty streets, marching through the dark in clothes that I hope a police officer doesn’t see. If they pass by and catch sight of us, they’re definitely pulling over. Brooks is covered in blood, and my tits are hanging out.

“Where are you bleeding?” I ask him finally, but he just pulls out the jar of salve from his bag and flashes it at me. I raise my brows. “That stuff still works on this side of the ... gate or whatever it is?”

“Of course it does,” Brooks explains, and I realize he doesn’t sound or look freaked out. At all. Not by a single damn thing. I know for a fact that back in his day, this entire neighborhood was old-growth redwoods instead of houses with much smaller trees in their yards. “Magic works here. Anything we could do in the Witchwoods, we can do here. Were you unclear about that?”

“Was I ...” My voice trails off, and I want to strangle this man. He thinks I should just explicitly understand things that were never explained? Take him to the nearest tent city, and leave him there to fend for himself. In the morning, if there was only one man standing, it’d be him. I know that. I shiver at the idea of taking him into my house.

I ignore all three of them and keep walking, leading them to the front steps of my grandmother’s house. My throat closes up when I see all the signs stuck in the lawn, my face with the words Another Missing Witchwoods Victim printed across the top or bottom. Shit.

Flick ventures into the grass and lifts his leg on one of the signs as I close my eyes.

One step at a time, Katelynn. I open them and jog up the steps, entering my pin code at the door. Pretty sure all three guys curse behind me as it beeps, and I let us in. I lock the deadbolt behind us.

The house is exactly as I left it, as if no time at all has passed, as if nobody has been here. My cat lies in the middle of the entryway, one glassy eye fixed on us. She hurt herself as a kitten by running into one of the branches on my Christmas tree. One ER vet visit later, and she was fine, but left with a permanently cloudy eye.

I believe that she can see the dead. That, and straight through my bullshit.

Stix yawns, flashing sharp teeth, but she doesn’t get up. I pat her on the head, and she bites me. I step right over her and make my way into the kitchen with Flick on my heels. When I open the fridge door, most of the food is missing, like someone cleaned it out for me while I was gone.

The three massive witch men that I just brought home with me are standing in the kitchen, too. My brain short-circuits with the idea of it. Now that I’m standing here, the Witchwoods feel very far away. When I spot my red kettle on the stove, it’s like it’s my birthday night all over again.

How did I get from there all the way to here?

Flick barks at me, so I go through the motions of opening the bag of freeze-dried raw food I keep on-hand for him. Never goes bad. I pour a bowl, and he laps it up while occasionally baring his teeth at the men. If I let him, he’d bite them in the balls.

“So, what are your guys’ plans?” I ask, standing there awkwardly as I try to figure out where to go from here. I lost my phone somewhere in the Witchwoods, and I’ll tell you this. Once you’ve been hunted by a lullaby-singing soul-eater owl, you realize your phone isn’t as important as you once thought.

I start a mental list in my head.

	Buy a new phone

	Call Georgia and Fernanda and Tacy

	Phone the police and call off the search

	Check social media to see if we’ve gone viral

	Call my dad and his new wife



Marlowe opens my cabinets and begins to search through my dry goods. He snags a box of Cheez-Its that’s unopened and stares at the packaging.

I wonder if he’s staring because it’s completely different or exactly the same? Which would be worse? He opens it and begins to eat as Brooks makes a sound from behind him.

“If you stuff yourself with junk food, you’ll throw up.” It’s such a dry, boring thing to say that I almost scoff. I don’t want Marlowe to think I’m on his side, so I don’t. Brooks seems smug about it, like he’s just sharing facts.

Marlowe says nothing, continuing his search through my cupboards.

“Did you just ask what our plans are?” Tanner clarifies, taking a seat at the cute little table my grandma and I used to share. It’s old and delicate and barely fits four people let alone whatever that beast-man is that’s sitting there now. If I thought these guys looked huge in the Witchwoods, they’re almost absurd here.

Their hair is too much, and their eyes are too much, and their ink still seems to shift underneath their skin. Yes, they’re obviously human. Sure, they could pass okay in public. But people will stare. They’ll wonder. They’ll gawk.

Women will throw themselves at these guys. I don’t think about that.

“Yes, your plans,” I clarify, and Tanner shakes his head, drumming his fingers on the tabletop.

“Our plans are to stay together as a coven. Utilize our magic. Build a family.” He smiles again. “At least on my end. I want kids. I don’t know about them.”

I turn to Marlowe.

“You don’t even like me. Would you stay here and have kids with me?” I expect him to back me up by refusing, but he says nothing, putting a handful of crackers into his mouth. He moves away from me, like he might look around the house. Brooks does the same, but just as I’m about to confront Tanner again, someone knocks on the front door.

“Don’t open—” I start, but Brooks is already opening it.
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Georgia stands on the porch, hand still raised to knock, mouth hanging open.

She sees Brooks, and to her credit, she doesn’t scream. Instead, she whips out her keychain and lifts the lipstick-shaped pepper spray toward Brooks. He easily bats the item out of her hand, and she retaliates like the martial arts expert that she is.

They spar for a few seconds there—they fucking spar.

But as good as Georgia is, she’s no match for whatever this antlered thing is that I dragged out of the Witchwoods. Brooks has her subdued before I can get my stunned mouth to move, both of Georgia’s arms twisted behind her back.

“Don’t touch her!” I yell at him, and a vine wraps around his wrist. Where it came from, I don’t know, but it launched itself from outside and curled around the doorjamb. Brooks releases her, and the vine tumbles to the ground.

“This is a friend of yours, North?” Brooks’ voice is dry, unamused.

I feel myself growing faint on my feet as Georgia looks past Brooks to Marlowe, and then to Tanner.

To me.

“Stupid fucker,” she growls as she pushes her way in the door and flashes me her phone screen, held surreptitiously near her thigh. Her finger hovers over the button for emergency calls. I shake my head and reach out, touching her wrist with two fingers.

“It’s alright, they’re with me,” I say, and I almost get the words out without choking on them. “Are you okay? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No.” The word is curt, dribbling with disgust. She softens her tone for me. “One of your neighbors called me to say that the lights were on; I came to check on the house. I didn’t really let myself hope that you’d be here.” Georgia looks down to see Flick sitting beside me, and then her eyes lift, and I think that’s when she really registers what it is that I’m wearing.

No bra. Bone necklace. Witch hat. Metal mask on a chain.

Tattoos that I didn’t have last month. Hair that I didn’t have last month. Brighter eyes.

Boyfriends.

They’re not boyfriends, I tell myself, but when I left, Georgia knew I’d only ever slept with Nathan. And now ... things are different.

“I went backpacking last month ...” I start, but Brooks interrupts once again. He’s like an unshakeable mountain full of wisdom and primal dickery. He just knows that he’s an alpha male, and expects everyone else to know that, too. It’s annoying.

“Tell her the truth, and if she doesn’t believe you, that’s her problem. Keeping track of lies is exhausting.” He opens one of my cabinet doors and searches around, grabbing a Stanley cup off the shelf and peering at it like he finds it amusing. He tosses the lid and straw aside and manages to get himself a glass of water.

But I mean, they had cups and sinks in 1955, right? I don’t know anything about 1955, not really.

Georgia just stares at me with big, brown eyes. Waiting. Looking at my boobs. Studying Brooks’ hat (thankfully all of the eyes are closed). Turning to Tanner and frowning at the bird on his shoulder. Glancing back at Marlowe and raising a brow.

“Huh.” That’s what she says. All that she says.

“I went to the Witchwoods,” I whisper, and Georgia nods.

“Yeah, I know, you told me that. But then you stopped texting me, and I called the fucking cops because you told me to. I thought you’d been ... Holy shit, Kate, where the hell have you been?!” She’s shouting now, but I deserve that.

Actually, Marlowe deserves that, doesn’t he?

“I was trapped there, Georgia. I couldn’t get out until just now.” I gesture at the guys. “Recognize any of them? This is Marlowe Waverley, Tanner Skye, and Brooks McDowell.” I pause, waiting for her to get it. She’s as into the mystery of the Witchwoods legend as I am. “As in, the Witchwoods victims.”

“What the fuck?” Georgia breathes, pulling up pictures on her phone. Looking at the guys. At her phone. At me. “What are you trying to say to me, Kate? Am I supposed to believe this shit?”

“Do or don’t,” Brooks says, leaning back against the counter. “It’s the truth.”

Georgia looks at me again, but I don’t really know what to say. I wouldn’t believe me either.

“I hate him,” she tells me, and I nod in agreement. You don’t know the half of it. We could use some private time to talk shit about these men, but not right now.

“The legend is wrong. It doesn’t work on a full moon night, but on a moonless one.” I swallow hard against the truth. It feels obscene to say it out loud. My grandmother would not be happy that I’m sharing the secret, and even though I know I shouldn’t, I really want Georgia to believe me.

I want at least one person in my life who knows the truth.

“You’ve been ... living in the woods for a month?” she asks, and then it dawns on her and her head snaps up. “Wait. Are you trying to say you ...?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m trying to say that the Witchwoods legend is real.” I swallow down my anxiety, my hands reaching around for something to fiddle with. The only thing I end up with is the bone necklace, and then I remember my breasts are exposed, and—

Tanner appears, tossing a jacket over my shoulders. He must’ve grabbed it from the hook near the front door.

He leans back against the counter, kicking out his booted feet and crossing them at the ankle. Shirtless. Dirty. A little bloody, too. Ebon trills happily at me from his shoulder, and Flick barks in response. Stix appears, leaping onto the counter and then the fridge to survey her kingdom.

“My tits, my eyes only,” is what Tanner says, and Georgia’s eyes fly wide. Her lash extensions make her look like a doll, and her lips are smeared in a bright ruby red that only adds to the illusion. The thing is, Georgia is anything but a doll. She teaches women’s self-defense classes at her university for fun.

“Your tits?” Georgia repeats, choking on the words. Her eyes flash to mine, and I get the feeling that she might call the cops whether I want her to or not. “Who the fuck is this guy and why are you letting him beat his chest and act like a caveman inside your house?”

Georgia takes a step back, but ends up bumping into Marlowe. She whirls around and finds this massive dude with a Cheez-It box clutched against his chest with one heaving, muscular arm. He takes another handful of crackers and pushes them into his mouth, but his dark eyes are severe and threatening.

I march forward and grab Georgia by the arm, forcing her to look at me.

“Yes, he’s a caveman and an entitled jerk, but don’t worry about him. He isn’t staying for long.” I look around at Brooks and Tanner, back to Marlowe again who says nothing at all.

“Who am I fucking kidding? I’m not home. I don’t have a home. Not anymore.”

“None of them are staying. They’re not staying.” It sounds like I’m trying to convince myself more than Georgia.

The men say nothing at all, and I wonder if it’s weird for them to be in the presence of another person after so long alone in the woods. I wonder if it’s even weirder to see another woman. Georgia is beautiful, too. Sloe-eyed and ink-haired with porcelain skin and perfect makeup.

I look up at Marlowe again, but I don’t think he’s all there.

Knowing that twenty years has gone by and experiencing that time shift for yourself ... I think seeing his parents’ house changed something inside of him. For the last eight months, he’s been working toward a singular goal. That goal has come to fruition and now ... now what?

That’s the look he has on his face.

“Where have you really been, Kate?” Georgia asks again, almost a plea. She doesn’t understand, and I don’t blame her.

“In the Witchwoods,” I repeat, and she rolls her eyes at me. Everyone in Humboldt County refers to the McKay Community Forest as the Witchwoods, so I don’t blame her for being confused. “Not the park,” I correct, pulling her toward me and taking both of her arms into my hands, squeezing her forearms gently. “Inside the Witch’s Tree. It worked, Georgia. I put my hand inside, something touched me, and then I was somewhere else.”

She’s just staring at me, like she wants to believe but like she knows that she can’t or shouldn’t.

“I was trapped there, in the honest-to-God Witchwoods,” I add as Brooks sighs and shakes his head. Georgia casts him an evil glare and then returns her attention to me. His skepticism is making her want to believe even harder.

“You’re telling me that you’ve spent the last month in ... the actual Witchwoods?” she asks, and then she looks at the guys again, studying their faces carefully before pulling out her phone and searching their names a second time. She lifts her head to stare at me again. “You ...” Her eyes widen and then narrow. “You talked? Kate, what the hell? Legend says that you do not speak in the Witchwoods.” I’m not sure that Georgia fully believes me yet, but it’s clear she’s annoyed at even the mere idea that I’d speak there.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I explain, but I also really don’t want to talk about it. Marlowe’s eyes meet mine, and he turns away, wandering off into the house in a way that makes me nervous. He doesn’t get to just look around so casually. This isn’t his house. This isn’t even his world anymore. It’s mine, and I’m in charge here. “My point is ... you know that I would never just take off, right? That if I could’ve called, I would’ve?”

Georgia moves her arms so that she can take my hands, the long sleeves of her sweater falling to cover her fingers.

“Flick was in the woods, and he wouldn’t come out. That’s how I knew you were in there somewhere. I’ve been feeding him, but ...” She trails off and then sighs, looking at Brooks again. At Tanner. Her lip curls. “Maybe I should stay the night? Maybe I should call the girls and we should all stay the night?” Her voice catches as she looks back at me. “I missed you, Kate. You know that, right?”

My own throat gets tight when she says that. I feel so alone sometimes because I have no family left. But here’s Georgia, on a night when I need her most.

“Let me have the night to process, to figure things out.” I give Tanner a look, and he smiles at me. His expression is tight, strained. He is struggling in Georgia’s presence, and I don’t think he’s the only one. “Get the girls together for breakfast in the morning at our usual spot. Don’t tell them until you’re in the car.”

“Are you sure about this?” Georgia asks, looking once again at Brooks. She doesn’t like him, but that’s understandable. I don’t like him either. “Leaving you here with three men that I don’t even know, who treat you the way they do ...”

“And how’s that?” Tanner asks, arms crossed, expression dark. “I’m going to treat her like a fucking goddess. I’ll give my life for her. I’ll give her whatever she wants.”

“In exchange for what, sex?” Georgia asks dryly, and then under her breath, I think she mumbles something like, “and this is why women choose the bear.”

Tanner thinks about that for a minute, working his jaw and looking up at the ceiling in thought.

“Sex is a good place to start,” he says, and I get chills over my entire body. “But in sickness and in health, am I right?” Tanner drops his gaze to mine, and I feel like I’m trapped beneath his stare. I haven’t agreed to a relationship with this man, and here he is quoting my words back to me. “Exchange isn’t the right word, I don’t think.”

“He isn’t staying,” I whisper to Georgia, trying to guide her to the front door. I wish she could stay, but there’s a lot to unpack here. “Don’t worry about him, he’s harmless.”

She stops dead and turns to look over her shoulder at six-foot-five muscle and ink and bullshit.

“Um.” Georgia turns to me, a pleading look in her eyes. “Just come out front with me, okay?”

I almost protest, but the look of fear on her face convinces me otherwise. We head out to the front porch and down the steps, pausing next to her car. It’s parked on my driveway, right next to my truck.

“Are you sure you’re safe?” she whispers, looking back up at the house. When the front door opens and all three witch men appear—still wearing their hats—Georgia’s expression darkens further. “What it looks like to me is that you were held captive, and now you’re experiencing Stockholm syndrome.”

I almost laugh, but the look on her face is far too serious for that.

“Georgia, I—” The words fail when I try to defend the men. Marlowe forced me to speak by violating me with his fingers. Brooks didn’t explain that sex with all three of them was a part of the spell that first night. Tanner is acting like we have a relationship that we do not have.

This is bad, isn’t it? Maybe I should ask Georgia to take me home with her, let the guys camp here for a few days until they figure out where to go next? Right. With no identification. No money. No idea how to navigate the modern world. Who am I kidding? Just myself, I suppose.

They’re not going anywhere anytime soon, not unless I help them out.

I could use some more painters. Muscle on the job is never a bad thing. I wouldn’t trust any of them with detail work, but it sure would be nice to have extra hands to help with the scaffolding, picking up supplies, painting siding or porches or trim.

I press my tongue against the inside of my cheek in thought.

“Kate, you’re scaring me,” she murmurs, looking up at the porch again. “They can’t even let us have a minute alone to talk? That’s serious red flag behavior.”

It is. I know that. I also realize that there’s something different going on here.

Coven. The word is a whisper in my mind, a reminder that I entered into a commitment in those night-drenched woods. A dark union, a primal wedding ceremony. I swallow again to clear my throat, reaching down subconsciously to check for Flick. I’m not letting him out of my sight ever again, and I think the feeling is mutual.

“The Pink Lady project,” I start, voice faltering. I’m not sure exactly what day it is, but I don’t think I’ve missed the start date for my next job just yet. “Have you heard anything about it?”

Georgia’s parents know the owner so ...

“I haven’t, but I’ll ask my mom to call over in the morning, okay?” she says, voice softening as she sighs and looks me over again. “You seem ... different. Your hair, your eyes, even your ... when did you find time to get tattoos, Kate?”

And that ... is a question I’m not ready to answer.

“I don’t have a phone, but I’ll meet you guys at the cafe tomorrow.”

“I can’t leave you here,” Georgia protests, but she will. She has to. I’m going to make her. “Katelynn, you were missing for a month with no word. Not a single phone call. Not a text. No social media updates.”

“I was in the Witchwoods, Georgia. And so were these men. I don’t like them either, but they’re not going to hurt me. They need my help. If anything, I’m the one with the power here.” I don’t look over my shoulder, but I can feel them there, watching me from the porch.

Georgia takes out her phone and starts recording, putting us both in the frame.

“I found Katelynn Poppy. She’s alive. We’re at her house and there are three men here. If something happens to her then one of them did it.” She turns the camera to capture the guys, zooms in on their shadowed faces, and then uploads the video to her cloud drive so that it’s time-stamped. Georgia passes her phone to me. “You know my passcode. Use it. Keep it until you get a new one. I’ll borrow one of my sister’s phones for now.”

“They’ll kill you if you try,” I remind her, and she laughs softly.

“Fucking iPad kids,” she says with a snort and a shake of her head. Georgia takes my hand and gives it another squeeze. “I’m really glad you’re back and, just for the record, I think leaving you here is a really bad idea.”

“I’ve spent the last month with them,” I tell her, and it’s only sort of a lie. I’ve known them for precisely two days. But it has been a month in terms of real-world time. “They look worse than they are.” That’s a lie. “I’ll be fine.”

Georgia throws her arms around me and hugs me so tight that I can’t breathe. When she pulls away it’s with great reluctance and skepticism. I have a feeling that she’s going to immediately call Fernanda and Tacy and tell them that I’m back.

“If I call the police and let them know I’m home, would that help?” I ask and Georgia nods.

“Immensely.”

“Consider it done.” I blow her a kiss goodbye, and then turn away, clucking my tongue for Flick to follow. Not that he needs it; he’s got my back. We pause together in the grass as Georgia gets in her car, starts it, and then waits for me to wave one final time before she leaves.

I’m in the process of searching for the non-emergency number when I make the mistake of looking up.
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Kate

Three beautiful shadows stare down at me, their hats wicked and sharp, their expressions hidden by the darkness of early morning. The sky is on its way from ebony velvet to deep navy blue, but it’s still early enough that most rational people aren’t awake yet. I can’t see anything but their large forms, lined up in a row on my porch.

Slowly, I take the steps up to stand in front of them.

They even smell good to me, but I pretend not to notice.

“Let’s start with showers and clean clothes, okay?” I move past them without touching my skin to theirs, opening the front door and leading them back inside. They crowd around me in the entryway as I lock the door and wonder if bolting these men into my house with me is a bad idea. “I’ll get the towels.”

I head for the linen closet on the first floor and try not to think about how most of the towels in there were washed and folded by my grandma. It’s just me here, so I don’t use a lot of towels and even then, I generally use the upstairs bathroom.

When I put my hand on the knob and turn, all three of them are right there with me.

“Your tits, huh?” I ask, addressing Tanner. He’s the easiest of the three to deal with. “What a way to introduce yourself to my best friend.”

“Just plain facts,” he says, his expression much lighter now that Georgia is gone. “Would you have appreciated me flashing her my dick?”

I ignore him and pull out a pile of towels, starting with Brooks. He doesn’t take it when I offer it out, and I sigh in frustration, closing my eyes tight to gather myself.

“Please take the towel. I’ll show you which bathroom to use. There’s one upstairs and one down here. You and Tanner can—”

“We’ll all use the same shower,” Brooks says, and I open my eyes to find him staring down at me with those absurdly green eyes of his. My gaze shifts to Marlowe, waiting once again for a protest that doesn’t come.

“This is ridiculous. I know you guys are probably scared—”

“We’re not fucking scared,” Brooks tells me with a dry laugh, looking around like he’s taking in the place. “We’re a coven.”

I wait for further explanation, and for once, he takes pity on me. Or maybe he’s learning? I have no idea.

“Our magic works better when we’re in proximity,” Brooks continues, gesturing at me with a huge, callused hand. I should’ve left him to die in the tree, let the Hag eat him. “You’re not going anywhere, and neither are we.”

I just stand there and stare at him, a stack of towels in my arms. Marlowe appears to have gone mute, and Tanner is trying to hide a smile by dropping his chin down and smirking at the floor.

“We’re back. We did it. We’re done now,” I tell him, feeling the skin on my face get tight. My muscles are tense, and there’s enough stress in my shoulders and back to make me hunch. “It’s over.”

“Over?” Brooks repeats, and there’s a thread of outrage in that single word. The big eye in the center of his hat goes wide, showcasing its bloodred iris. “You don’t listen, do you?”

“No, you don’t listen!” I shout back at him, panting. I throw the towels at the men and they hit Brooks in his bloodied chest before falling to the floor in a heap. Flick is growling, side-eying the men like he’s ready to go in for the kill. I snatch his collar, just in case. “I didn’t get myself trapped in the Witchwoods. I didn’t agree to any of this shit.”

“Yes. You. Did.” Brooks leans down to get in my face, and Flick lunges. Fortunately, I have his collar, so he stays by my side where he belongs. “Were you in the woods that night, casting that spell, binding your heart and soul to ours?”

“I didn’t have a choice,” I tell him, and that’s where it really hurts. Maybe I would’ve liked all of this somehow, someway if I’d been able to choose. But I didn’t. We’re back to that. I didn’t choose any of this.

“None of us had a choice,” Marlowe growls out, casting a dark expression toward Tanner and Brooks that mirrors the feelings inside my own heart. He became the thing he hated, that’s how badly he wanted to be free.

“Not even me,” Brooks admits, like the admission costs him something. He bends down and picks up the towels, holding them away from his bloodied chest so that only one of them is stained with red. Our eyes meet over the tumbled cotton. “We’re not fated by the stars. We’re not even friends. Just strangers tossed together by chance and circumstance.” He keeps his gaze fixed to mine, and it’s so intense that I feel sweat beading on the back of my neck. “But we belong to you now, and you belong to us.”

“I don’t belong to anyone,” I bite back at him, losing what little I had left of my patience. I’ve given them all that I had to give, from the moment that Marlowe forced that first word out of me until right here, right now.

I’m dirty and hungry and exhausted. All I want to do is sleep. I can’t deal with this

When none of the men respond to my statement, I throw my arms up and head for the stairs. They follow, a trail of dark witches and magic, until we reach the second-floor bathroom. I throw the door open, start the shower and then step back with my arms crossed.

“You want to share a shower, the three of you? Be my guest.” I stay where I am as Tanner moves over to the water and holds his hand under it. I smile tightly. “Old house, old pipes, cheap water heater. Takes a while to heat up and doesn’t last long.”

As if to prove me a liar, steam fills the air of the bathroom and Marlowe looks right at me.

“No, it doesn’t,” he says, kicking his boots off and shoving his pants down his hips. His cock is flaccid, and somehow that’s an embarrassment to me. Why should he be turned-on right now? I’m not.

I shift my gaze to the side, uncomfortable with the reality that’s looking me straight in the face.

Even here, even back home, the magic is real.

We can do magic.

But only if we’re together.

I focus on controlling my breathing as the other two strip down and wait their turns. There’s most definitely not room for all three of them in the old clawfoot bathtub. Hell, there’s barely room for one of these monsters.

“Aren’t you guys thrilled over seeing a shower again? It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” It’s a dumb question. I know exactly how long it’s been. Just over two years for Brooks. A year and some change for Tanner. Eight months for Marlowe.

“Before Lo showed up, it was a pain in the ass to warm the water for bathing, but it wasn’t impossible. After, it was like having a hot spring on demand. I didn’t miss showers.” Brooks is talking, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s studying the ceiling, the mirror, the counter with my products scattered across its surface.

He reaches out and picks up some face cream that Tacy gifted me. Rolls it around in his fingers. Puts it back. Looks at me again. His expression is unyielding, hardened by the harsh nature of the Witchwoods. I think again about Brooks’ missing posters, and the bright smile he wore in the black-and-white photo.

“You need to wash up, too, kitten,” Tanner tells me, leaning the knuckles of one hand on the counter and using the other to swipe away the steam. He stares at himself, and I wonder if he had any access to a mirror.

“Kitten?” I ask dryly, and then I take a seat on the closed lid of the toilet. “I’ll go last.”

I wait for the three of them to wash their hair, their pits, soap their muscular bodies while steam drifts in the air. I don’t look while they’re doing it. I refuse.

When they’re finished, they stay in and around the bathroom. Marlowe steals my robe from the back of the door without even asking and slips into it. Fine by me since it means his body is no longer on display. Brooks wraps a towel around his hips to hide his junk, and Tanner towel-dries his hair with absolutely no intention of covering up.

“Let me just grab something ...” I start, moving toward the door. In response, the three of them shift into the hallway, and I slam the bathroom door and lock it. Fuckers. I step back and strip down as quickly as I can, but it’s not quickly enough.

There’s a crunch, a crack, and then the door is swinging inward and hitting the wall with a bang.

I just stand there holding the bone necklace, barefoot and topless, but with my pants still on.

I expect to see Tanner standing there, assuming he’s the culprit. But it’s not him. It’s Brooks.

“Close the shower curtain, if that’s what you want,” he says without inflection. “But don’t you dare try to put a door between us.”

I let out a scream of frustration that gets Flick agitated. He’s pacing the bathroom floor, baring his teeth at Brooks again. With my pants still on, I hop into the shower and fling the curtain across the metal bar, the silver rings clanking.

By all rights, I should be relaxing. Should feel relieved and happy to be home. Should be ecstatic at soapy bubbles and hot water and the comfort of my grandmother’s house.

Instead, all I can think about are those fucking Witchwood boys waiting for me on the other side of a very flimsy, nearly see-through shower curtain. Everything I do in that shower is perfunctory and quick, and I’m frustrated by that. I love long, lazy showers, and it’s all ruined because I’ve brought three stalkers home with me.

Before climbing out, I reach past the shower curtain and snag a towel, drying off and then draping it around my body. When I reemerge, skin pink and hair hanging in wavy hanks on either side of my face, I find them all exactly where I left them.

Marlowe is still checked out, Brooks is brooding and silent, and Tanner watches me like he thinks I might bolt. If I do, he’ll chase me. Our eyes meet, and he offers a smile that sits only on his lips. The skin on his forehead remains tight, nothing wrinkles. That is what it means when a smile doesn’t reach someone’s eyes.

He’s still naked and, unlike Marlowe, he’s hard as a rock.

“I don’t have men’s clothing in my house,” I begin, and Tanner snorts a laugh.

“That’s a relief.” He cracks his knuckles as I press my back to the wall to get by him without touching his skin. He notices, and shakes his head at me. “I didn’t want to have to get back here and kick a man out of my house.”

“This is my house,” I snap, because while I can tolerate a lot of bullshit, I will not allow Tanner Skye or anyone else to lay claim to the legacy that my grandmother left me. “And if I do have a partner then he’s certainly none of your business.”

Tanner cuts me off, blocking the hallway with a towel slung over his neck. He grabs either end of it with his tattooed hands and cocks his head at me.

“You don’t have a partner other than me,” he says, and I laugh at that. “If you do, then he must not mean much. You didn’t bring him up even once while we were in the woods.”

I reach over to my right and open a door, pointing into a room that I haven’t touched since my grandma passed away. There’s a twin bed and a mountain of fabric and craft supplies. It’s the only room in the house that she ever let get properly messy. Me ... I’m a different story.

“One of you can sleep in here. There are extra pillows and blankets in the linen closet if you need them.” I nod with my chin in Tanner’s direction, indicating a room at the end of the hall. “There’s a guest bedroom through that door. Somebody will have to sleep on the couch downstairs.” I glance over my shoulder at Brooks and Marlowe. “I’ll order some food to be delivered, and then we’ll get some sleep. I can’t deal with you guys tonight.”

I yank open the door to my own room and try to slip inside.

Doesn’t work.

Brooks is there, slamming his arm into the door and forcing it open. Tanner and Marlowe—despite the animosity that simmers between them—are right behind him.

“Why aren’t you putting up a fight?” I yell at Marlowe. Brooks is a bossy asshole. Tanner is seemingly obsessed with me. But why is Marlowe making my life a living hell? “You and I, we don’t like each other. So why are you here? Why are you following me around?”

Marlowe lets his head fall back and an insidious laugh slips out, one that he does nothing to hide. He’s bitter and exhausted and fractured. I shouldn’t poke the bear, but something about him makes me want to prod and pick until I get a reaction.

“Listen to me, North,” he says, dropping his chin and running his hand over his dark hair. His expression is disturbing, calm in the way the ocean looks before a tsunami, the water peeling back from the shore with a slurp. “I am twenty years out-of-date. I never graduated high school. I lost the woman that I was in love with. My parents are unlikely to believe a single fucking thing about my disappearance. No money. No ID. Nowhere to go.”

He stalks up to stand in front of me, putting his hand on my shoulder and pushing me back until I fall to my ass on my own bed. He parks his hands on his hips and bends at the waist to stare at me, nose to nose.

“With you—with these fucks—I have access to magic. The closer we are, the better that magic works. The longer we stay close, the higher this pyre builds. I want to cast big magic and change my pathetic life into something worth living. If that means chasing you around, breaking down doors, and fucking you, then guess what? That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

I move to knee him in the balls, but he catches my leg and shoves it away.

“Unless I invite you to touch me, keep your hands to yourself.” His mouth edges up into something cruel and ugly. “I’ll extend the same courtesy to you which”—and here he laughs again, that same hideous laugh from before— “these other two most certainly will not.”

He steps aside, raiding my closet since the dresser is occupied. Fine by me. There’s nothing important in there.

“We have our own arrangement, don’t we, Kate?” Tanner asks, settling himself onto my bed. I stand up and head for the door, frustrated to the point of tears. Frustrated to the point of triple-homicide.

Brooks blocks my exit with his massive body.

“I will sleep on the couch then.” I cross my arms and wait, blood boiling. I have my limits. In the bedroom, I love this shit. Outside of it, I’m annoyed. I don’t know these guys well-enough to let them get away with this crap.

“Like hell you will,” Tanner says with a laugh from behind me. I can hear the bed creak, and when I look back, he’s in my pillows, naked and fucking lounging. One arm up behind his head. No smile at all on his face. “No woman of mine is sleeping on a goddamn couch.”

He rolls out of bed and walks over to my dresser drawer, opening it and pulling out a pair of my panties.

I slap him.

I don’t mean to do it. He genuinely seems surprised, like he was opening the dresser to find something for himself to wear. I’m almost sure he was annoyed with me a few seconds ago, that he’d stopped flirting and started demanding.

But I touch him.

I touch him, and I know exactly what he’s going to do.

Tanner takes my wrists in his hands and slams them up against the wall above my head. My towel falls off, and he notches his naked thigh between both of mine. Nudges my pussy with his knee. I don’t have time to breathe, let alone protest.

Those thighs of his are thick with muscle, easily strong enough to support my entire body. He props me up with one, sliding his hot skin against my embarrassingly wet pussy. My own thighs quiver, spread over his and casting strong contrast between our bodies.

He moves his leg, just enough to feign friction. A fake out. I could stab him.

“What’s wrong with this situation?” he asks me, spiking my blood with fire when he licks the side of my neck. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it.” His leg rubs up against me a little harder, and I go completely soft under his touch.

Goddamn it.

I want him to leave my house, but I also want to keep fucking him.

That’s ... a me problem, isn’t it?

“You assaulting me in my own bedroom?” I whisper, turning my face toward his. The smoothness of my check rubs against the stubble he didn’t bother to shave off. The other two did, shaved themselves smooth.

Not this one.

“Nope.” Tanner bites me harder than I expect, and my hips buck against him as a moan escapes me. It feels good to have his teeth scraping my heated skin. “You, pretending like you don’t want this when you fucking love it.”

“Let go of me,” I snarl and then ... he does. Just drops my wrists and drags his knee across my swollen cunt before pulling away. I’m not on my tiptoes anymore. He isn’t touching me.

Tanner lifts up both palms in surrender. You’ve got my juices all over you, asshole.

“Yeah, no,” he murmurs, shaking his head. “What about consent? We’re back in the real world now, right? I can be civil.”

“Can you?” I retort, glancing at Brooks and Marlowe as I hastily gather my towel from the floor. Tanner returns to the dresser, discarding my panties from earlier, and trying different drawers until he finds my sweatpants.

Fortunately, I love men’s sweatpants. Women’s sweatpants just don’t fit me as well. I like them loose and baggy, and I buy them several sizes too big so that I can fold down the waistbands a few times. I just like the way it looks and feels.

They’re all going to be wearing my sweatpants. Something is weirdly possessive about that act.

“If you can be civil, then leave me alone. I’m sleeping on the couch.” I start toward Brooks again, but he still won’t move. He’s dead silent and staring at me, a challenge in his eyes that I meet with one of my own.

If I charge him and try to push him out of my way, he’ll fight back, and he’ll treat me like an equal. Probably the same way he treats Tanner and Marlowe, like they should obey. It’s not much of a change in status to be a man in this coven.

“Safewords only work during sex, and, kitten, this is not sex.” Tanner is dressed by the time I look back at him, flipping the covers down and gesturing at the bed. “Climb in. I won’t touch you. Not unless you ask.”

I want to murder him. I want him dead. I wish I had the fortitude to back those thoughts up.

My soft squishy heart is hell. I hate it. I don’t want to care what other people think, but I do anyway. The three of them are fixed on me, and there’s so much attention that comes with that act. I’m ... I don’t even know what I am anymore.

“Remember when you asked me if I wanted to be the leader?” I ask Brooks, and he hesitates, but he nods. Uncrosses his arms. Tucks his thumbs into the edge of his towel. It loosens, but doesn’t fall. “I said that I wouldn’t have the first clue where to begin. But if you want to be the leader here, tell me: how do we obtain food?”

Brooks’ mouth quirks a bit on one side. It’s so small that I almost question its existence.

“How do we obtain shelter here?” I continue. “How do we buy clothes with a contactless pay method that we do not have? How do we deal with this TikTok problem? We’re going to be viral.” I step a little closer, my breasts brushing his bare chest. Yes, I’m wearing a towel. Yes, it’s still electric.

Magnetic.

I don’t like Brooks, but he’s gorgeous.

“How does one make hot pancakes with real maple syrup appear on our doorstep at”—I glance at the clock on the wall, the one shaped like a bat—“five in the morning?”

I wait for him to answer me.

Brooks steps aside.

“Get the pancakes then.” He does smile now, but it’s tight and mean. “You’re still not sleeping on the couch because I am not sleeping on the couch and we are sleeping in the same room.”

He moves around me and into the bedroom, grabbing a second pair of sweatpants. The one’s Tanner has on are slung low, black, and decorated with the words Area 666 across the crotch. On the legs, there are green UFOs.

The ones that Brooks chooses are white with pink writing on the sides, the name of some local band that Tacy’s last boyfriend played drums for. The Humboldt Honeys was their name. There’s a heart on the crotch. I would never wear something like that in public, only around the house. He looks ridiculous in it.

Marlowe ... he’s got my robe on, so he’s in no rush. He’s testing out the chair in front of my bookshelf, cursing about how shitty it’ll be to sleep on. Uh-huh.

I ignore them all, heading back down the stairs and into the bathroom where the washer and dryer are located. I dig through a basket of clean clothes for the most acceptable pajamas and put those on—with the door cracked but mostly closed. The only man allowed inside with me is Flick. A compromise.

When I emerge in blue linen pants with a missing drawstring and holes on the knees, an oversized t-shirt in an offensive burnt orange color on top, it doesn’t change the way they look at me.

“I don’t see pancakes anywhere,” Tanner goads when I open the door, finding him with the TV remote in his hand. He turns away from me and presses the button to turn it on. The home screen shows up, decorated with apps like Netflix, Amazon Prime, Rakuten Viki, Hulu. He just stands there, waiting. Then he tries to change the channel.

It goes static.

“There’s no cable. Just use the smart TV features. Who the fuck has cable nowadays?” I saunter over to him, steal the remote from his hands and start up Netflix. I don’t want to freak these guys out too badly, so I start with something more from Marlowe’s time. The Mummy with Brendan Fraser will do. We’ll work up to modern movies slowly. “Who here knows how to use this thing?” I ask, not-so-subtly directing my question to Brooks.

“Who gives a fuck?” he asks me, tucking his thumbs under the waistband of his new pants, the ones with the vibrant pink heart on the crotch. I’m fighting a smile that I shouldn’t be having. I’m dreading the thought of opening social media of any kind.

If we do go as viral as I’m afraid we will, we’re fucked.

People will show up here. People will accidentally try the tree on a moonless night. People will cross over and be eaten. I shake the chills off by handing the remote back to Tanner and continuing with my Grubhub order. I’m so used to ordering for myself that I’m not sure what to get them.

They’re all big guys. Huge. They probably eat a fucking ton. I look up and realize that they’re going to have to work for my company just so I can earn enough money to provide them food.

In the Witchwoods, I was helpless. I couldn’t do anything right. Here, I’m going to have to do everything—at least for a little while.

I’ve rescued some of the Witchwoods victims, I realize, adding extra pancakes to the order. No need for anyone to go hungry on their first night here.

Marlowe appears on the staircase dressed in boxer shorts that used to belong to Nathan. I stole them from him when we broke up. I’ve always loved them as pj’s because they’re comfy as hell.

“No men’s clothes in the house, huh?” Marlowe asks dryly, sweeping past me. “Fucking liar.”

“Screw you, you stupid prick!” I shout back at him, but he just flips me off and plunges onto my sofa. He closes his eyes and rests an arm behind his head, ankles crossed, face distant and empty. My ire flees as quickly as it came, and I sigh, putting the food order through with a tap of my thumb on the screen. “Estimated delivery time is an hour from now.”

“Delivery, huh? So it’s not just pizza anymore. Good to know.” Tanner is watching the movie with a half-smile on his sensual mouth. He doesn’t even look at me. He ignores me. I feel like that has to be on purpose, to punish me or something. Make me admit that I like their attention when i just said that I fucking don’t.

If he plans to play this game with me, he’ll lose.

“I’m going to smoke some weed,” I tell them, heading in the direction of the kitchen with my dog trotting beside me. I cup a hand around my mouth and shout back at them. “It’s legal now! You can wait in your car at a dispensary, and they’ll deliver pot straight to your hands in broad daylight.”

Tanner and Brooks follow me outside, but Marlowe does not.

“So, I can’t be away from the group but he can?” I ask, opening a drawer and withdrawing a glass pipe and my matching red grinder. I don’t smoke often, only when I’m feeling completely overwhelmed with the world.

Tonight? I’ve never been more grateful for legal weed.

“He’s just realized what I’ve known since the first day I ended up in the Witchwoods,” Brooks explains, following me onto the deck. He walks right up to the railing and rests his inked hand on it, staring out at the woods behind the house.

It’s my favorite part of the property, those woods.

“He didn’t believe it until he saw the house,” Tanner adds, and I look over at him with furrowed brows. One of the porch lights goes out, causing our shadows to skitter around wildly. We’re out here in the half-asleep morning hours. It’s dark, but getting lighter by the minute.

I assume that Tanner’s talking about Marlowe’s parents’ place.

“Realize what? Believe what?” I ask when neither of them rushes to explain. Bad habit of theirs.

“That he’s lost everything.” Tanner whistles and Ebon flits down to land on his shoulder, cocking her head at me. I pause to grab a piece of kibble from Stix’s bowl, offering it up to her. She takes it in her beak and trills at me. Fast friends, me and this crow. “That he’s starting with a clean slate.”

The first sentence is depressing; the second is hopeful. What do I make of that?

“Poor stupid Marlowe,” Brooks breathes, watching the sun limn the evergreens in color. I suppose he hasn’t seen a sunrise in years. Color breaks through the trees, bathing his face in gold and orange. It burnishes his hair with fire, softens his hard edges.

Oh.

I turn away to find Tanner watching me, stroking Ebon as absently as I’m petting Flick.

“Fuck, how long for these goddamn pancakes?” he asks, and I almost smile again. Shit. He rakes his rain-on-pavement gaze over me. Digs his teeth into his lower lip. Calculated pretty. Devastating. Tanner Skye is a trap. The kind of mistake that feels good even when it hurts.

“Could you make them appear any faster?” I ask with a quirk of my brow.

Tanner turns away and heads into the kitchen. I should ignore him, leave him in there while I smoke outside, but I’m curious. I pause in the doorway, balancing the items on the small table next to it, and pack myself a bowl while he digs in my cabinets.

“Pancake mix. You’re not entirely unreasonable, now are you, Kate?” Tanner checks around, looking for a mixing bowl and a whisk. He reads the instructions and furrows his brow but then shrugs and unscrews the top from the plastic bottle.

It’s one of those just add water and shake pancake mixes that don’t taste very good and are probably really unhealthy, but that I can’t resist on early mornings. I want hot pancakes, but I don’t want to cook them from scratch like my grandma did.

Tanner mixes the batter, gets out a pan, and checks the fridge for butter. He finds it, one of the few items that Georgia didn’t throw out. I watch his strong back muscles move as he works on cooking and flipping the pancakes.

Fuck.

I hold the lighter to the ground-up green flower in the bowl of my glass pipe. Inhale, hold it for a minute, exhale. I’m going to get my ass kicked by my own logic. They’re never going to leave my house now.

When Brooks steps up beside me, I offer the pipe and he accepts it.

“Where I come from, marijuana is considered the devil’s lettuce.” His mouth twitches again, like he wants to smile but won’t. He could be in shock and not know it. Coming home after two years, after seventy years, that’s a lot. “It’s practically poison.”

I shrug.

“When you come from, you mean. More for me then.” I try to take the pipe back, but he won’t let me have it.

“Never said I didn’t smoke on occasion. This is Humboldt County, after all.” His eyes shine as he watches Tanner in the kitchen. “Don’t get used to this: he doesn’t cook. He’s only doing this to prove a hard-won point.” Brooks glances down at me as he inhales, pauses a beat, exhales. “I do all of the cooking.”

“Because you’re not good at anything else?” I return dryly. Brooks finally smiles, and it’s wide and dangerous. Confident, self-assured, measured. Annoying.

“Because I’m good at fucking everything, North.” He takes my pipe back to the edge of the deck, and I slump into the doorjamb, staring down at the plate of pancakes in front of my face.

“Did they come faster?” Tanner asks me, but just like Brooks earlier, I have nothing to say.

Oh wait. Yes, I do.

“These are crap. They’re undercooked and doughy. My pancakes are handcrafted from farm-to-table ingredients and they come with real maple syrup.” I don’t mention that his cost me less than four dollars and mine ... cost a hundred-and-twenty.

Desperate times call for desperate measures and, apparently, my debit card still works. Thirty days is a lot, but it’s nothing like what the guys experienced when they were missing.

“Fuck you, they’re not undercooked,” he says, folding an entire pancake into his mouth. There’s a pause there where I just know that he’s bitten into some raw batter, but he hides it well, swallowing and then smiling at me. He eats another, and I get pleasure out of knowing he’s suffering to tell me a lie that I don’t believe. “Delicious.”

“Fuck you, too.” I turn away from him, and I don’t think about the way I’m hot and swollen between my legs. When I shift my thighs, it almost hurts. I’m so horny that I could cry, and yet, I’m not going to let those emotions control my actions.

I think about what else might bother the men, so I pull up Georgia’s Spotify and ruin her recommended music algorithm by blasting Dragostea din tei by O-Zone aka the Numa Numa song.

Marlowe appears in the kitchen and he is fucking pissed. He grips the doorframe on either side of me, fingers digging into it. I wonder how Brooks is taking this? Didn’t they have, like, gramophones in his era? Radios? I’m seriously lacking in modern history trivia.

Witchwoods facts, I’ve got down pat.

“There’s something wrong with you,” Marlowe says to me, picking up the speaker, shoving past me and then throwing it as far as he can into the woods. I hear music for several seconds, and then it’s too far away for the Bluetooth connection to reach.

Damn, he threw that hard.

“Do that again, and I will fuck you until you scream. Hear me? Next time you play that song, there is no safeword—you’re mine.” He turns back toward me and then grabs a pancake off the plate, unsmiling as he takes it with him into the living room. “If you want to try me, go ahead and play it again. I’d be down for a quick release in a tight, hot channel.”

The only satisfaction I get is a cringe from Marlowe when he bites into Tanner’s god-awful pancake. I’m going to spit in his food when it gets here.

“Here’s my guess,” I tell him when I head toward the front door a few minutes later. I keep a cadence in my voice that says I’ve been thinking about this for a awhile, and here’s the conclusion I’ve come to. “Something about that song is special to you and Miriam, and when I play it, you play an image of her kissing Dennis in your head.”

It’s a risk.

I take it.

He ignores me which is frustrating, resuming his closed-eye, crossed-ankle position on my couch. I purse my lips as I unlock and open the front door, retrieving the bags from the porch. Yay for contactless delivery.

“Food’s here.” I toss the items on the coffee table and wait for the men to dig in. Nobody moves, so I start unpacking containers and setting them out. “Who’s the fucking provider now?” I murmur, and then I take my own pancakes over to the chair in the corner and try to pretend like my heart isn’t pounding while I eat them.
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Kate

In the morning, I wake in my own bed with three strange men in my bedroom. One on the opposite side of the bed from me. One on a cot. The other is sleeping in the oversized chair in the corner of my room, the one that’s surrounded by all my books.

Shit. How am I supposed to get out of here? I creep out of the bed as silently as I can, tiptoeing over to the dresser and carefully pulling out the least squeaky drawer. On the pretense of reorganizing what the guys messed up, I hid a full outfit in this exact drawer last night. I’ve got underwear, a bra, a shirt, and short overalls. There are shoes near the front door downstairs.

I’m nearly out of there, easing my way down the steps after removing Flick’s collar so it won’t jingle. My hair is way longer than it was when I left, snaking down my back in a loose braid. I decide to leave it as it is, combing my bangs out with my fingers and studying my expression in the mirror beside the front door.

Last night, I was too high and too tired to argue any further. I slept in my bed and let them do whatever it was that they were going to do. Apparently, that included being dead-silent, ignoring me, and falling asleep before I did.

I hate them all.

“Stupid fucks,” I whisper once I’m safely on the porch, a gorgeous square of sunshine on the lavender-painted slats of the floorboards. I smile. This was my first job, given to me by my grandmother. She let me experiment on her house until I got it right.

God, I miss you. You’d know exactly how to get rid of these guys, and you’d do it without a single drop of bloodshed. You were the best, Annie.

I exhale and head down the steps just in time to see the girls pull up outside.

Flick barks in excitement, tail wagging, as the women empty themselves from ... Tacy’s new boyfriend’s stinky VW bus? Great. I’m making my escape in a car from Brooks’ time period. Maybe I should take my truck? I just so happened to grab the keys off the ring by the front door on my way out.

Tacy is giving me weird looks, but Fernanda has tears in her eyes when she grips my arms. I wasn’t sure she even liked me. Tacy, I’m still not sure about. Georgia has always been solid though.

“You were kidnapped and held at a cabin by three men in the woods?” Fernanda asks, but like even her gullible self realizes how stupid that excuse sounds.

Then the front door opens, and there they are.

My eyes go wide as my friends—and Tacy’s boyfriend who I don’t even know—all look up to see my shame in sweatpants, half-buttoned shirts, and combat boots with bones on them.

They have their hats on, too. Hats with eyes. With ears. With— Is Marlowe growing strawberries on his now?

Shit. I’m screwed. I’m so screwed. I search the street, but I don’t see anyone wielding a phone like a sword in our direction. Maybe I’m just being paranoid? Now that it’s light outside, I can’t understand why I was so convinced we’d go viral last night. That flannel-shirt girl doesn’t have that many followers.

I looked last night.

She has twelve million.

I swallow hard against the unease brewing in my belly.

Marlowe comes down the stairs first and walks right up to me, untangling my hand from around my keys and dropping my witch hat on my head. I want to resist him, but I’m sort of hoping that this is it. He’s leaving, taking my truck and stealing some of my things. That’d be best-case scenario for me.

“Say hi to Miriam for me,” I tell him, and he smirks meanly.

“Why would I do that when you can say hello yourself? You’re not going anywhere without us, North.”

“North?” Tacy asks, looking to Georgia for guidance. Her mouth is hanging open as she stares at Marlowe with an expression of disgust on her face. Nobody seems to notice that Brooks’ hat is blinking. “These aren’t the guys who kidnapped you ... are they?” Poor Tacy sounds so confused.

Then she notices my hair. My eyes. My tattoos. Fernanda notices. They’re both just staring at me. Tacy’s boyfriend doesn’t know me, and doesn’t seem to know the story either because he introduces himself to the guys with a smile and an outstretched hand.

“Hey there. Jared Philips.” He points at himself and then extends his hand again. Marlowe looks down at it like it’s poisoned.

“Lo.” That’s all he says. Doesn’t shake hands, just turns and opens the door to my truck. “This was fucking old in my time,” he murmurs as he climbs behind the wheel and then just sits there, like he thinks I’d let him drive me around in my own truck.

“Lo, right.” Jared turns to Brooks and offers his hand again. This time, the asshole takes it and shakes with a firm grip.

“Brooks McDowell. Nice to meet you.” He studies the man with a sharp eye before releasing his hand. “Weak grip, son.”

“Excuse me?” Jared asks, blinking like he didn’t quite hear him right.

“You should work on that. A strong grip shows good character,” Brooks says, and he couldn’t sound more like he’s from a different world than he does right now. His tone is firm and dry but commanding.

“Whose boyfriend is this?” Tanner asks, but nobody answers him because they’re still freaked-out by what Marlowe said. He shakes Jared’s hand anyway and offers his name as Georgia grabs my arm.

Again, nobody seems to register that Tanner’s hat has swiveling wolf ears. Can they ... not see the magic? I have no idea. Just a theory. Maybe they think it’s animatronic or something? I’m certainly not going to call their attention to the weirdness.

“Did you call the police and let them know you weren’t missing anymore? When I told my mom you were home, she cried. You should’ve come over last night. She was genuinely worried about you.” Georgia looks past me at the men, face tightening. “Not as worried as I am though. That’s it. I’m taking you and they are not coming.”

She pulls me toward the van, but Brooks is right there, putting his palm on the door. He slams it hard into the glass of the window and at first, I think he’s just throwing a fit.

Then I see what he sees: the reflection of the Hag in the glass of the car window.

We both whirl around and look up, but there’s nothing there.

“You okay?” Georgia asks me, but Brooks and I are staring at each other, and my heart is thundering wildly. Did we ... we closed the gate when we were done, right? I did what I was told. I didn’t know any better. These men ...

“Brooks, what the fuck?” I ask him, but he just purses his lips, closes his eyes, and exhales his frustration.

“How should I know? There was no way to communicate from here to the Witchwoods without crossing back over and doing the spell all over again. Who would ever do that? I have no way of knowing what happens on this side after a successful crossing.”

He opens his eyes and looks down at me.

Shit.

What choice do I have now? With a sigh, I turn to Georgia and put my hand on her shoulder.

“Start driving. We’ll be right behind you, okay?”

She calls out to me, but I’m moving away too quickly to explain. I hook Flick up to the truck bed leash tether, ensuring he’s secured before closing the tailgate. I climb into the backseat of the truck with Brooks while Marlowe drives and Tanner sits in front.

“What the hell just happened?” Marlowe asks, a note of cool indifference in his voice. But his words are like ashes with embers simmering underneath. Even the smallest breeze can turn a cooling hearth into a raging fire.

“We both spotted the Hag in the window of that car, like a reflection.” Brooks is contemplating this with his brows pinched, mouth turned down in a severe frown. His green eyes are fixed on the back of Marlowe’s seat. When he looks over at me, I can see that he’s annoyed more than he is worried.

That’s a good sign, right?

“I’d say maybe we were just paranoid, but we both saw the same thing,” I offer, my annoyance with the three obsessive stalkers in the car waning in the presence of something that’s so potentially dangerous. What if we ... let the Hag into this world? Would she hunt us? Kill other people? Can she be killed?

Brooks told me that she was a god, but are gods immortal? I have no idea. Nobody seems to know the answer to that.

“We’ll head out to the tree tonight and take a look,” Brooks declares before anyone else can offer up a suggestion. The other two don’t seem to mind challenging him over small things, but when it comes to big decisions, they seem to defer to his expertise.

“Can we just burn it down?” I ask, even though the thought makes me sick. This is California. We have an entire season dedicated to forest fires. Walking into those woods and intentionally setting something ablaze? In July? That’s not a great idea.

But I had to at least ask.

“If the gate were physical, we could’ve opened it without magic. I don’t think burning the physical stump down will change anything.” Brooks pauses and then rubs at his jaw, like he’s considering. “But you’re right, North. It’s worth a try.” He snaps his fingers and produces a flame from the tip of one. “We’ll burn it fucking down.”
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The Farmstead Cafe is located across the street from the elementary school that my siblings attend. I’ve only met the kids about a dozen times each, but I recognize them from across the street. They’re playing in the schoolyard, and I’m sitting at a table with three enormous men sitting beside me.

All of my friends sit across from us. Flick curls in a ball near my feet. Jared, the new guy, sits at the very end. I wish he weren’t here, but then, I’m not that close with Tacy or Fernanda either and they’re with us, too. Our weekly breakfasts usually consist of small talk and jokes, weirdly early orders of clam chowder, and sometimes a latte with honey in it.

This morning? It’s stilted and awkward and, as I suspected, people are staring at Brooks, Marlowe, and Tanner. I’ll need to get them better clothes, that’ll help. But they just stand out like sore thumbs anyway. They’re bigger than most men, more cut than any guy I’ve ever seen in real life, and they’re mean.

It’s in their cool eyes and pursed lips, in the way they all look around like they’re expecting violence at any given moment. Having spent two days in the Witchwoods, I can understand the instinct. Still, it’s driving me insane.

“Would you relax?” I whisper at them, but it can’t be easy seeing what they’re seeing. New buildings, weird architecture, strange cars, odd fashions, a complete erasure of their memories and expectations. Women, whispering excitedly as they pass by the patio for the cafe entrance.

I knew it.

The witch hats don’t seem to deter their female admirers any. Brooks isn’t looking at me, but his hat is. Marlowe ate a strawberry off of his hat earlier. And Tanner, he moves those wolf ears around like satellite dishes. Thankfully Ebon keeps her distance, resting on a telephone pole to watch over us.

Marlowe turns to me, his eyes dark and unreadable.

“Why are we here? This feels like a waste of time. I’d rather figure out what’s going on with the Hag before our souls get eaten. That seems like a much better use of a day.”

“Then go,” I say, gesturing frantically at him. “Leave. I don’t need or want you here. If you want to investigate that stuff, that’s on you.”

“Or I could throw you over my shoulder and drag you with me?” Marlowe suggests, shrugging. “It wouldn’t even bother me if you screamed.”

Georgia stands up from the table, nearly knocking her chair over.

“He isn’t going to do that,” I say, holding up my hands. “He’s just joking. Only a complete fucking psycho would do something like that.”

Marlowe shifts in his chair, reaching down to tug at the way-too-small shirt he’s wearing. On me, it’s a T-shirt dress. On him, it’s a midriff. I can see his belly button, and it’s weirdly attractive.

The waitress appears with part of our order, serving Marlowe first and offering him a long, lingering look as she places his plate in front of him. He either doesn’t notice or purposely ignores her.

“You can’t have me, but you could’ve had her,” I whisper as Georgia finally sits down, and Marlowe leans forward to reach for his sandwich.

“You’re kidding me, right? I can have you whenever the fuck I want.” He lifts it up, ready to take a bite when Brooks raps his knuckles on the tabletop.

“Don’t eat your food before the ladies get theirs. Bad manners, Lo.” There’s a mean smile on Brooks’ face when he says that, but it doesn’t last long when a stream of cars surges past, including one of those hideous silver Tesla Cybertrucks.

“Fuck manners, South. I’m home, and I want to eat something that isn’t rabbit stew or crow liver pie. I want my grilled cheese sandwich with crab, and for you to shut the hell up.” Marlowe takes a bite of his sandwich. “If you please, sir,” he adds, voice smooth, almost like he’s seriously asking Brooks to be quiet.

“Whoa there,” Tacy says, blinking in shock at the blatant animosity. “What is going on with you guys? And what’s a crow liver pie?”

The waitress returns with my bowl of clam chowder, with Brooks’ reuben sandwich, and with Tanner’s pulled pork and potato hash. All four of us asked for sodas which bugs me for some reason. It makes it look like we’re together in some way.

Georgia thanks the waitress and picks up her lox tartine for a bite. Local, wild caught lox. It’s that kind of place. We’re in Arcata, after all. It’s a town about ten minutes away from my place in Eureka, and it’s one of the great hippie capitals of the world. If it isn’t a store featuring overpriced hemp clothing, a homeless encampment, an herbal tea shop, or a protest, then it’s probably a locally owned small restaurant with items like beet salad and avocado toast on the menu.

I shiver in the sea breeze, tasting salt on my lips and wondering if the guys are thinking about the ocean. They grew up on the coast, but they haven’t seen it in a long time. Just woods, woods, and more woods.

If they were nicer to me, I’d probably offer to take them to the beach.

Last night, I saw three men wary and exhausted, eating for sustenance and acting like hot pancakes and fresh syrup was available in the Witchwoods.

This morning is a different story.

“Fuck me,” Tanner growls, working his jaw. The sound is so unhinged and feral that I actually jump, and Fernanda blushes in her seat across from me. “This is good. It’s only been a year and a quarter, but it felt like an eternity of eating that forest shit.”

Nobody on the opposite side of the table knows what he’s talking about, but at least he isn’t bringing up the Hag again. Hell, I was there and it almost sounds crazy to me.

“This isn’t a traditional reuben by any means,” Brooks murmurs, shaking his head. “But damn it, it’s better than the best thing I could cook over there.”

I enjoyed the food when I was there, so I honestly disagree with that.

I’m not going to say a word.

I take a bite of my clam chowder and look up at the sound of a girl crying.

It’s my sister, across the street from where I’m sitting. I almost stand up to go over to her, but a teacher steps in and helps her up from where she’s fallen on the grass. Birds chirp, and the sun is bright, and all of a sudden, it’s hard to remember that the Witchwoods even exist.

I’m Katelynn, the young woman struggling to start and maintain a successful business. Lonely. No family. Few friends. A dad who might as well be dead since she only sees him once a year. Single. It’s the last part that was easiest to deal with. I didn’t mind being single.

I minded being alone.

It’s summer now, and the girls are back, but they’ll be leaving soon enough for school (Tacy goes here but is too busy to see me much during the year). And once they graduate ... will they come home or will their lives take them someplace else entirely? I like it here in Humboldt, but I’m also afraid of getting stuck here.

I’ve always pitied people who were born, raised, and stayed in this area—even if I’m one of them.

My sister brushes herself off, dries her tears, and heads up a ladder on the side of a massive redwood tree that has a slide coming out of it. Cute. I smile, enjoying her company from afar.

“Who is she to you?” Marlowe asks softly, like he can see the pain in my eyes and wants to help ease it. My throat tightens as I shift my gaze to him.

“My little sister. Well, my half-sister. My dad married a girl I went to high school with and left my mom when she was still recovering from a bad accident.” There it is, all my trauma dumped into Marlowe’s sweatpants-covered lap.

“Ah, so even your dad didn’t think you were worth sticking around for?” he retorts, and it’s really just tit-for-tat. The things I’ve been saying about Miriam and Numa Numa and all that, he doesn’t deserve those things either.

Except ... that he does because he fingerfucked me when I didn’t want him to.

“At least I didn’t lose my soulmate to another man,” I retort, but he laughs into his plate.

“Miriam wasn’t my soulmate.” He takes another bite of his sandwich and gives me a sharp look. “But even if she was, at least she didn’t leave me by choice.”

Ouch.

I consider taking my fork and ramming it into his stomach. Truly. I let that scenario play out in my mind. We have that magic salve stuff. I could hurt him really badly, and what would it matter? He can heal right up.

I do nothing but sit there, thinking of something even worse to say to him.

“Miriam was with you the night you disappeared, right? She could’ve stuck her hand in the tree and followed you ... but she didn’t, did she?” My question is as soft as his initial one was, soft and fluffy and covered in hidden quills.

“I’m glad she didn’t,” he says, but I don’t believe him. I can hear the lie in his voice. The same way he dragged me down to suffer alongside him, he’d have done that to Miriam, too.

“She’s a smart woman, leaving you like that. I’m happy that she got away.” I put my spoon into my bowl and keep eating, but it’s Marlowe who gives up first. He stands up and walks through the manicured edging near the patio and onto the sidewalk.

“Picking at each other like that won’t get us anywhere,” Brooks remarks, and it’s like we’re our own little family group on this side of the table.

I stand up, too, smiling at the girls. Flick rockets to attention, but I give him the hand signal for wait. He sighs as he settles down by Georgia’s chair.

“I’ll just be in the bathroom,” I explain, retreating quickly inside the cafe and to the bathroom on the far side of the room. I close the door and lock it, eyeing it warily. They better not kick this one in, I think, and then my gaze shifts to the open window. Someone has carefully planted a bunch of bamboo just outside of it, so that it can be open for a breeze and still maintain plenty of privacy.

With a sigh, I sit down on the closed lid of the toilet and press the heels of my hands into my forehead. I feel overwhelmed. The song of the Witchwoods is still playing in my blood and yet, it’s so easy to sit outside on that patio and pretend like it never happened. I was there for less than two days, hardly any time at all.

I hear footsteps on the gravel of the parking lot outside and freeze, wondering if one of the guys is coming to spy on me through the open window. Or prevent me from climbing through it and taking off.

Something feels off, and I shiver at the inherent wrongness of it. That’s what they all are, a blight. With a sigh, I shake it off and try to push that horrible sense of dread down. If I want to leave, I will. I don’t have to crawl out of a window. I am not a hostage in this situation.

Since I’m here already, I do my business, wash my hands, and head back outside.

The men are gone.

My coven is gone.

That sense of wrongness slithers through my blood and makes my hands clench into fists.

“Finally,” Georgia murmurs, gesturing for me to come sit down. “They left, and I ordered you an iced latte because ... Kate, you look like you need some caffeine.”

The complete lack of their presence is like needles beneath my fingernails.

“One second.” I walk quickly around the back of the building as Georgia sputters behind me, but when I get there, my truck is gone.

They took my truck and left? All I can see right now is a giant bread truck with the name of a local bakery on the side. That’s it.

Tanner’s words echo in my mind. “Oh, baby, who hurt you?”

I head back to the table and slump into my seat. This is what I wanted, but I’m still surprised. What happened in the few minutes between me heading for the bathroom and coming back?

“Did they say anything when they left?” I ask Georgia, and she gives me a sharp look.

“They didn’t bus their own dishes,” she tells me, gesturing at the plates and cups left behind. “They didn’t even seem to understand what I was talking about.”

Hmm. Bus-your-own-table restaurants are sort of a new thing around here. I gather their dishes absently, but Fernanda beats me to it.

“Let me, Kate. You don’t look so good. I mean ... well, you look great, but are you alright?” She leans across the table, pink pixie hair ruffling in the salt breeze. Fernanda places a cool, dry hand to my forehead as Tacy stares at me like something from another planet. “Nope, no fever.”

“Where ... did you meet these guys again? I’m confused,” Tacy begins, drumming her fingers on the table. “You were kidnapped by them, and then you let them move into your house?” There’s a judgment in her voice that I probably deserve. I haven’t been as forthcoming with Tacy and Fernanda as I was with Georgia.

I turn to look at Jared Philips, happily eating his sandwich and rocking to a pair of bright yellow earbuds. He’s not listening to our conversation whatsoever. I’m not sure if Tacy asked him to check out, or if this is just his normal personality.

“He seems ... nice,” I suggest, and Tacy sighs dramatically.

“Yes, he is. But those ... men that you brought with you? Who are they?” Tacy pulls her drink closer, angling the metal straw in the frosty Mason glass so that she can sip from it. My gaze drifts past her to the playground. All of the children have gone in, so I can’t see my sister anymore. Only caught sight of my brother once.

“They’re witches,” I explain, pausing only when the waitress brings over the coffee that Georgia ordered for me.

I can’t seem to keep my gaze from scanning the street, searching for the sea green color of my truck. Maybe they went back to the house to teach me a lesson? Wouldn’t surprise me. But it does worry me. They don’t have phones, so no chance of directions. It’s possible that they decided that even magic wasn’t worth sticking around for and bailed.

I tell myself that it doesn’t matter where they are or why they left. Except ... we do need to deal with the Hag. Maybe that’s what they’re doing, taking care of that?

“Witches?” Tacy asks, and so I explain it all to her, just like I did to Georgia.

When Jared realizes that the expression on his girlfriend’s face is less than normal, he pops out a single earbud and unwittingly reveals to us that he’s listening to Britney Spears. Music. Oh my God. I’m going to have to slowly introduce the guys to modern music.

I’m going to torture them with the worst this decade has to offer, starting with Pound Town.

“Everything okay, babe?” Jared asks, and Tacy flashes a glare in his direction.

“Everything is fine. Put your music back on,” she commands, and he shrugs, retreating back to the safety of his phone and the remainder of his sandwich.

I continue my story, offering the same ending that I gave to Georgia.

“Whether you believe me or not, you know that I’d never take off without telling you guys first.” I settle back in my chair, nursing my latte and wondering where those stupid fucking Witchwood men have disappeared to.

“I believe that you’d never intentionally leave Flick alone in the woods,” Fernanda finally ventures, biting her lower lip and worrying at it until it bleeds. I wave a napkin at her to get her to stop. “I’ll admit that while I’d like your story to be true, I can’t commit myself to fully believing it.” A pause and a nervous swallow. “Not that I think you’re lying. It seems like you believe what you’re saying is true. I’m just not sure that it happened the way you think it happened.” Fernanda looks around like she expects to be overheard. That’s just her personality, like a kinky dormouse with a reading problem.

I smile tightly.

Yeah, I only just escaped the possibility of being trapped in a magic woodland nightmare with a Hag monster hunting me, and even I struggle to believe it. I don’t blame Fernanda or Tacy, who’s looking at me like she doesn’t trust a single word of my story.

That’s fine. Just fine. I’m not upset about it.

I’m not even allowed to shower by myself? Or sleep alone in my own bed? And they just take off whenever they feel like it? I’m angry, and cold. I can feel the distance between us. It hums under my skin, and I realize yet again how impactful that ritual really was.

No, I don’t know these men. I don’t even really like them. But we’re tied together now, like an arranged marriage or something. And yet, it can’t mean all that much if they just up and left me without a word.

“Since you didn’t call the police last night ...” Georgia slides a card across the table toward me with the name of a detective on it. John Gilley. “This is the man in charge of your case. People were searching the woods for you, Kate. They brought in cadaver dogs and did flyovers with thermal imaging. It was a really big deal.”

I pick the card up and stare down at it.

“And I know you don’t want to hear it,” Georgia continues, moving around the table to sit beside me. “But you should call your dad, too.” I look up and meet her eyes, and she smiles at me, a little twinkle in her expression that I can’t quite place. “Nathan showed up for several of the searches, you know. He’s in town for the summer.” Georgia nudges me with her elbow, and I frown.

Ah. So that’s the twinkle. My ex-boyfriend who needs someone on his intellectual level.

I look back down at the card. She’s right. I need to take care of all this stuff, and I need to do it now. Today. I’ve already waited too long.

“Finish your coffee, and let’s go back to my place. My mom isn’t going to stop calling me until I bring you home.” Georgia holds up a phone with an obnoxious rhinestone case that probably makes it three times heavier than it rightfully should be. I smile at that. I recognize her little sister’s phone right away. “You owe me some money, too. I had to pay Blythe in books just to use this for one day.”

I snort a laugh at that, trying to fill that hollow emptiness in my chest with Georgia’s warmth.

“Just promise me that Nathan won’t be there?” I tease, but then Georgia hesitates, and I just know that I’ve been set up. “I haven’t even talked to the police or my own dad, but you called my ex?” I groan and put my head in my hand. “Georgia, really?”

“Anything to get you away from those weirdos you brought back with you,” she whispers as I reach for my latte and then pause. All of the ice cubes have melted in the morning sun, and I hate watery coffee. I move to push it aside when someone taps an inked finger against the side of the glass, fingernail clacking.

The ice cubes reform and freeze, and my eyes widen as I flick them up to see Marlowe leaning against the table next to me. Tanner is right behind him, tossing a dead animal down in front of me. Fernanda chokes on a gasp, and Tacy curses, stumbling out of her seat.

Jared Philips is mouthing the words to Toxic and hasn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary.

The dead thing on the table is small and furred and looks vaguely like a rabbit.

Vaguely like a rabbit. It has four rabbit ears instead of two, six glassy eyes, and needled teeth.

“I hate being in a coven,” Marlowe murmurs, as if that explains anything at all.

I shove up to my feet and our eyes meet. His are so dark, and his mouth is so mean, but he’s got that feathery oil-slick hair framing his handsome face, and my traitorous brain recalls the feel of his hand on my neck, his dick buried deep inside of me.

The way he slapped my hand when I tried to touch his stupid hat. He’s got blueberries on it now, an oddly sexy look paired with the too-small t-shirt and pale pink sweatpants with paint splatters all over them.

“I thought ...” I start as Brooks puts a strong hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. His lips drop to my ear so that he can murmur against it.

“You thought we left you, and you were upset.” It’s not a question. “That’s what you get for running off to the fucking bathroom and locking the door. We were around back, hunting the were-rabbit.”

He says it like one might say werewolf. Were-rabbit. Uh.

My girls are just staring at me. Jared Philips is jamming to classic Britney. Fortunately, the rest of the patio is unoccupied, and my siblings’ summer school class is tucked safely away in their classroom.

“What’s a were-rabbit?” I whisper, when so many other more important questions are swirling through my brain. This is clearly an animal from the Witchwoods. How did an animal from the Witchwoods get here? If the guys didn’t leave me, where is my truck?

I notice the bread truck pulling out of the parking lot and realize that in my irrational panic I might’ve missed that my vehicle was parked behind this one.

Oops.

My cheeks flush as Marlowe studies me with critical eyes.

“A were-rabbit is what we call these things because the only real knowledge we have about the Witchwoods comes from an incomplete book written by a crazy old lady.” Marlowe turns to look down at the animal, bleeding across the glass surface of the outdoor table.

“Hey, kitten, look at me,” Tanner says, but that’s a dangerous ask. I don’t want them to know that I was upset they were gone. It’s not about them specifically. It’s this stupid spell. The one that ended with them hunting you in the woods and fucking you the way you love to be—

I turn to him, and he’s right there. One wolf ear pricked, the other flattened against his hat brim. Now, we’re in Arcata, California. A couple of dudes wearing witch hats is sort of not that weird around here, but a family walking by on the sidewalk moves a bit faster when they pass by the cafe’s patio space.

“Shit,” Tanner growls out, completely ignoring the fact that he just threw a dead animal on a restaurant table in front of my friends. He grabs my face between his massive hands, and I ... I start to glow. I light up like a firefly in summer, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

“What the actual fuck?” Tacy murmurs, but I can’t look at her. I can only stare into Tanner’s eyes as he gazes down at me. He’s pissed, his jaw tight, his expression hard as he shifts it over to Brooks.

“I goddamn told you that she’d think we left her. Fuck, Brooks. This is not how a man treats his woman. And it’s certainly not the way to build trust in someone that’s used to being abandoned.”

When did I ever say that, that I was used to being abandoned? I open my mouth to argue, to tell him that isn’t true, but that would be a massive lie. I am used to being abandoned. My dad left my mom and me when she was too injured to take care of herself. Then, when my mom got better, she left. Nathan left. My friends left.

“You really thought we’d abandon you?” Brooks asks. His hat narrows its biggest eye. “After I kicked in the bathroom door to get at you last night? Shit, Kate, we’ve really been trying to drum in the idea that you’re ours now. I guess we fucked that up. That’s on me. I’ll have to try harder.”

He sounds genuinely apologetic which is annoying to me. Even Marlowe ... He studies me but says nothing, turning away and crossing his arms. After the horrible things we just said to each other, you’d think we’d both be down for some space.

The spell we cast together in those woods ... it won’t let us have that space.

Panic crushes my chest as I realize that all my words are hot air. I can’t send them away—not yet anyway. Not unless I can figure out a way to cut the magic leashes that connect each of us to the others.

“I will never leave you,” Tanner tells me, drawing my attention back to him again. “Do you hear me, Kate?”

“Um, excuse me,” Georgia is saying, waving her hand around and then whistling to get our attention. Doesn’t work. My cheeks flush, and I’m still glowing. I can see my tattoos shifting over my skin and glittering with the wicked majesty of the Witchwoods. “What the hell is going on here?”

“Even if I want you to leave?” I clarify, trying to pull away from Tanner and failing. He’s glowing, too. He shrugs his broad shoulders and shakes his head.

“See what I mean when I said I knew what the problem was?” Tanner leans down, his lips dragging over mine, just a flicker of a touch that doesn’t quite land. An unfulfilled promise. “You were over here panicking because you thought we’d left you. That isn’t going to happen. Does the sun rise every morning? Yeah. Are you stuck with us? Mm-hmm. As close to a constant as constant can get.”

He releases me suddenly and steps back, realizing only then that we have an audience.

We’re glowing. Jared has stopped listening to Britney Spears and is now gaping at the dead rabbit. I move further away from Tanner, but when I bump into Marlowe, he starts glowing, too.

“Pretty sure I told you last night not to fucking touch me,” he commands in cool tones. They don’t match the almost frantic glimmer in his eyes. He doesn’t like this spell either. I’m starting to see what he meant though, when he said that he didn’t want to be here but that he was going to be anyway.

A lot of things are starting to make sense.

I married my soul to three unruly witch men.

“What ... what is this?” Fernanda asks, staring at the animal instead of her glowing friend. “You killed a bunny? Why?”

The girls don’t seem to notice anything but the dead animal and the stalkerish behavior from the men. They really can’t see the supernatural stuff, can they? Because they’ve never been in the Witchwoods. Another baseless theory of mine.

“Like I said, a were-rabbit,” Brooks explains, pointing to the garden on the opposite side of the gravel driveway next to us. “We were right there, North. Do you hear me?” When I don’t look at him, he reaches out and snags my chin in his fingers.

I could punch him.

“We were right over there, okay? If you ever need us, and you don’t know where we are, just hum.” Brooks lets go of me and turns to look at the others sitting around the table. When he reaches out a hand, Tanner takes it, offering his other to Marlowe.

He doesn’t wait for me to take his hand, just grabs it.

Brooks pulls what looks like a dead butterfly off of his own hat, holding it in his free hand and blowing on it. The dust from its wings spills into the air and swirls around my friends (and Jared) before the seemingly deceased insect takes flight and disappears into the summer morning.

Georgia, Tacy, Fernanda, and Jared all sit back down in their seats, looking confused.

Marlowe releases my hand, leaving a tickle in my skin that skitters up my arm and into my chest, making my heart pound. Magic. We just used magic on my friends.

Tanner picks up the were-rabbit and holds it by the ears, peering at it. I wipe my palm on my shirt and Marlowe notices, exhaling sharply through his nostrils, like he’s annoyed with me.

“No sense in letting this go to waste,” Tanner murmurs, tossing the kill over his shoulder and spattering the oversized white hoodie that he stole from me with blood. Great. “I’ll break it down back at the house.” His smile edges up dangerously, and I look away. “I’m a civilized man, remember?”

“Only if I don’t touch you,” I say, which could easily be mistaken for flirtation. They didn’t leave. Good for them. At least they’re not hypocrites.

“Only if,” Tanner muses as I study the girls. They’ve all gone back to picking at their food, sipping their drinks. Jared is listening to Britney Spears again.

“What did you just do to them?” I ask, directing my question to Brooks.

“They’ll have trouble remembering the last hour or so,” he explains, turning to me, expression severe. “We need to get to the woods, North.”

What I need to do is call this detective. Call my dad (ugh). Visit Georgia’s family and get rid of Nathan.

“Okay,” I say simply, because even though I don’t want it to be true, this is more important.

The Witchwoods should stay in the Witchwoods.

An open gate. A leaky veil. Whatever it is that’s going on, it’s my problem and my responsibility.

No ... it’s our problem.

“Give me my keys; I’m driving.” I hold out my hand, but Marlowe ignores me and walks back in the direction of the truck, humming.

Tanner offers his hand, but I refuse to take it, and his expression darkens into something knowing and terrible.

I stick with Brooks instead, admiring his ability to roll with a whole new world like it’s nothing at all.

“Do I need to ... do anything?” I ask, gesturing at Georgia. She’s so out of it, like she’s drunk or something. “Are they safe like this?” The last thing I want to do is walk away and leave my friends vulnerable to being taken advantage of.

Brooks studies me, like he’s making an assessment about my character.

“They’ll be fine in a couple of minutes. A bit confused maybe, but fine.” He waits for me to start walking and then falls into line beside me.

I can feel his body heat, am attuned to the strong presence of him beside me. Out of the four of us, he was the only one that didn’t glow. I wonder if that means something?

As we move across the gravel toward my truck which, yes, was hidden behind the tricksy bread truck, I notice one of the employees taking out a trash bag. She’s caught on Brooks and his appearance, dressed in his witch hat, combat boots, borrowed sweats, and one of the huge flannel shirts that I like to wear to bed. It’s only buttoned up halfway, showing off a hell of a lot of chest and ink.

“We need to get you guys some new clothes,” I murmur, but then we’re in the truck and Marlowe is driving us back to the Witchwoods without any assistance from Google. I decide to make mention of that, and his black glass eyes catch me in the rearview mirror.

“None of us needs a map to get to the Witchwoods,” he says, and I realize that, after thinking about it for a minute ... he’s right.

I don’t need a compass to know true north; I don’t need GPS to get to the Witchwoods.

And I don’t need to even look to see if these men are around me.

I can fucking feel them.
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Brooks

A reflection in a car window is bad enough, but an animal from the Witchwoods running loose in town? That’s a bad sign.

I stand in front of the Witch’s Tree, hating it. Feeling disgusted by it. Wishing I didn’t have to be here and knowing there’s no other choice. We’re the only ones who can deal with this problem; we’re the ones who started this problem.

No. No. Not we. Me. I’m the original sin as well as the leader.

It’s my goddamn responsibility, my duty. I take things like this seriously.

“Shall we give this a shot?” I’m not really asking. I don’t ask unless I believe someone else knows better than me. Rarely happens. “Who’s the fucking provider now?” Oh, North. You think you know better than me, do you?

What a brat. A brat in need of another spanking.

“Won’t work, but it’s always worth it to try the simplest solution first.” Tanner moves across the clearing, sidestepping mushrooms and ferns as Kate’s dog trots curiously after him. She takes them in with a frown, glances at Marlowe, and then focuses on me with hard eyes.

Even when she’s quiet, she’s challenging me.

My palm fills with flames and Kate gasps, watching with wide eyes as I press it against the side of the tree. Magic surges through me, curling up from the earth and digging into the soles of my boots. The fire burns hotter, brighter. Orange then red, blue then white.

Nothing happens to the cursed tree. Not a huge surprise. We’ll have to metaphorically burn it down then. Disable it. Close it. We’ll need a spell I’ve never cast, one that my mentor never conceptualized. I’ll be writing this one on my own.

There’s giggling in the trees, a noise that I’m no longer used to. Nobody giggles in the Witchwoods. Not true. Kate might’ve giggled a time or two. She’s in a league of her own, that’s for damn sure.

The eyes on my hat shift to take the newcomers in. Each eye sees in a different spectrum. One detects temperature. Another uses ultraviolet. I had to work really hard for this hat. Had to kill something big, too. Tanner and I almost died.

A group of young women—six of them, all young enough to be high school students—appear between two large redwood trunks. They’re wearing brightly colored clothing and showing off their belly buttons and piercings in a way that would’ve been unthinkable back in my day.

Doesn’t bother me, but it is disconcerting to see how much the world has changed while I slept. I should’ve been here to see it, watched it grow and shift around me. Hell, if I hadn’t been trapped in the woods, I’d have found a nice girl to marry. Had kids. Been a grandpa. A great-grandpa.

I’d also be ancient or dead, so I guess there’s that.

The girls cluster together, pointing their devices—ugh—at us. Making eyes. More giggling and a loud shriek that makes Tanner curse. I’d just ignore them, but North is wearing a face that’s as grumpy as any I’ve ever seen on Marlowe. What a feat.

“Alright, ladies. Time to fuck off.” I tug another charm from my hat and snatch North by the hand. I snap the wishbone in my fingers, and the group pauses.

“I don’t ... I don’t think we should be out here,” one of them says, like the thought’s just occurred to her. It hasn’t. I’ve cast a spell of foreboding, something to keep them away while we deal with this shit.

“I agree,” another says, but they’re all still pointing at us with their ... well, I don’t know what they are. Cameras? Phones? Those ugly rectangular devices, they’re all addicted to them, every person in this modern world. I can’t go five seconds without seeing someone immersed in it like the whole universe is trapped within.

What a fucking nightmare.

The girls leave for the trail without realizing that they’ve been spelled.

Heat prickles my palm, and I release North’s hand.

I didn’t like her at first. I’m still not sure that I do, but maybe I dislike her a little less than I did. Some part of me feels sorry for her. Bad timing and unfortunate circumstances have led us to this place and time where she doesn’t have a lot of choices.

The four of us, this is our world now.

Everything else is secondary.

“Should we test it out?” North asks as she gestures toward the hole in the tree. Could be a joke. She’s got both brows raised, teeth nibbling the right corner of her bottom lip. Marlowe snags her by the wrist before I get a chance to move forward and do it myself. We’re not taking any chances here.

“Do not fucking touch it,” he snaps at her, more aggressively than necessary. He’s upset about his circumstances, about being left behind by the world, by his parents, by Miriam. But I’m already tired of it.

“Calm the fuck down, Lo,” I command him, and he looks at me like he wants to kill me. He tried once in the past, couldn’t go through with it. We’re a coven, and you don’t hurt members of your own coven. He knows that. “She’s a lady. Treat her like one.”

“Didn’t act like a lady in the woods,” he murmurs, and North slaps him. He lets her make contact with his face, like he wants to feel pain, like he wants to be punished. The dog bares his teeth at Lo until Kate whistles for him to stand down.

What a coven I’ve conjured. They all have attitudes that need work.

“You didn’t act like a man either. You acted like a beast,” North says, bringing up that first night in a way that I’d rather she didn’t. I wasn’t all there myself, rutting into her like some sort of wild animal. It was primal and slick and hot, and just thinking about it makes my prick turn to stone.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I keep telling the others that she’s a lady, but I sure as hell haven’t been treating her like one. My lips press together against my greedy tongue. I want to meet North’s eyes, lick my lips. An invitation. But it’s not fair to fuck her if it isn’t for a spell, not when we’re at odds with one another.

You’re an idiot, Brooks.

“See anything?” I ask Tanner as he studies the trees, the undergrowth, the shadows. He’s the best tracker between us by far, and I trust his judgment on this. He’s the one that spotted and ultimately killed the were-rabbit.

My eyes flick back to North, remembering the crestfallen expression on her face as we walked back to the table. She was upset that we were gone. It’s not our winning personalities, I know that. It sure as hell isn’t good memories and special times shared together—like me spanking her ass and pumping her tight hole with a knife.

It’s the magic.

It’s the commitment we made to each other.

My teeth grit together on a strange sound.

So, yeah, I’m still not sure how I feel about Kate, but I’m going to take care of her like she’s the woman of my dreams. It’s the right thing to do—especially after what happened between the four of us in the woods. A coven ritual that felt like a marriage.

No sex until we’ve sorted out our issues.

Unless ... it’s for a spell. That’s different.

“I’ve been talking to you for the last two minutes, and you haven’t heard a goddamn word I’ve said,” Tanner growls, getting too close to me. “You want our woman, you better tell her so. Don’t pull any of your bullshit with her.”

“Report,” I tell him, crossing my arms and ignoring what he’s just said.

“Nothing here that doesn’t belong. A few squirrels, a rabbit—real one this time.” Tanner whistles and his crow flutters down to land on his shoulder. I don’t know how he does it, but he has a way with birds of all kinds. His father trained hawks or something, worked the fields to keep pests away from crops.

North is doing something on her ... phone. I don’t know what it is, but she’s as addicted to that damn thing as the rest of modern society. I’ll have to prove to her that there’s more to life. Has she ever spent the whole night dancing? Gone to a baseball game? Made love until the sun came up?

“Seems like that influencer girl and her friends left the woods pretty quick the other night,” Kate says, looking up. “They didn’t try the tree, thank God. The video they posted has a lot of views, but mostly because you three are thirst traps.” I have no idea what that last sentence means. Who cares about the girl from last night? I only care about the Hag Wytch.

Something catches Kate’s attention, and she pales.

I glance over my shoulder, ready to burn the possible threat alive. I can’t be blamed. I lived longer in the Witchwoods than I ever wanted to. Every day, something there tries to kill you. It’s a routine you get used to fast or else you end up in the stomach of a predator more ruthless than you.

Be the most ruthless predator, that’s the trick.

But it’s not a monster, not one of the massive bear-like animals that stalks the woods. It’s not the Hag. It’s not even a stag in rut. It’s just a pair of weak-looking men, one in a suit and another in jeans and a t-shirt. I heard them coming but didn’t pay much attention. They’re no threat to me.

Seen nothin’ but weak men since I got back here. That handshake this morning was abysmal. How does the asshole plan to get a job with a grip like that? Might have to teach him a thing or two.

“Katelynn Poppy, my God,” says the suited man, running a hand over his balding head. He looks shocked to see her, and then immediately puts his hackles up when he spots the boys and me. He sees us as threats which is probably a good thing.

We are threats.

“I’m sorry, and who are you?” Kate asks as I rub my forehead. I’m getting irritated, and I don’t want to be irritated today. I need to be resourceful. Thoughtful. For two years, I dreamed of getting out of those woods. Here I am. Nothing can ruin this.

We don’t need anyone out here by this tree, not right now. I want to say it’s not my problem, walk away from this. But while I can rationalize letting folks make their own choices about trying out the Witch’s Tree, I can’t seem to rest easy with the idea of monsters getting out.

I fought too long and too hard to get here, and I’m not going to sleep uneasy in my bed at night wondering if the Hag is coming after my coven. She will, too, given the chance. Once the Hag has your scent, she never loses it, can find you anywhere.

Without the cottage, we’d have all died in her beak or her human mouth or her pit of horrors.

“Detective Gilley, and this is Detective Benedetti.” The balding man gestures at the one in the t-shirt, but his gaze never leaves me. His partner is focused on Tanner and Marlowe, and nobody is looking at Kate. “We’ve been searching for you for a month, young lady.”

“It’s not a crime to disappear,” is what Kate says, surprising me.

Good girl. I almost smile. Won’t let myself though.

The bald man—Detective Gilley—turns to look at her with his heavy brow furrowed.

“Excuse me?” he asks as Marlowe and Tanner move to stand on either side of me. Kate fits nicely in between, a feminine presence to balance out all this masculinity.

“That’s what the police told me when my dad took off and left everything behind: it’s not a crime to disappear. I didn’t do anything wrong, but I’m sorry you were searching for me. I was going to call today and ask you to drop my case.”

Detective Gilley pushes his jacket back and puts his hands on his hips.

“Right.” Patronizing smile. “You were just backpacking with your cousins,” he says, making his way over to the tree as Kate’s eyebrow twitches and her lips purse. Gilley’s smart enough to walk around me rather than try to go through the four us standing in a line.

“Nice to know that you’ve seen the video.” Kate is speaking in tongues again, but I’ve had enough of that woo-woo phone crap. Spelling the police isn’t ideal without more extensive planning, but a charm will have to do for today. I’m done with this conversation already.

Gilley puts his fingers on the tree’s lightning-black bark, and North fidgets like she might ask him not to touch it. Her dog lets out a warning yip on her behalf.

“It’s not a moonless night,” Marlowe grinds out in frustration, grabbing Kate’s arm again. The detective glances back at us as his partner moves forward and takes over.

“Want to tell us who your friends are?” Benedetti asks, and then Gilley is sliding his arm into the hole of the Witch’s Tree.

“All of this nonsense over a local legend that’s nothing but bull—”

And then he’s gone.

The tree opens up and swallows Detective Gilley down. Experiencing it myself, I felt like I blinked and moved from one realm to the next. This makes it seem like a trip to the Witchwoods is more akin to being eaten. The trunk gobbled him right up. Huh.

“What the fuck?” the second detective shouts, stumbling up to the tree and looking around like he has no idea what to do.

Neither do I.

Marlowe is right: it’s not a moonless night.

“The gate is open?!” Marlowe shouts, and he doesn’t care that the other officer is still here. We’re on the same page then.

“Calm down and relax. We’ll figure this out.” With a sigh, I jerk another fucking charm off my hat.

At this rate, I’ll be completely out by the end of the week. They’re not all that easy to make, but it’s not like they were easy to make in the Witchwoods either. I needed them just as much there as I do here, so nothing has changed. We’ll craft more together, as a full coven.

I walk up to the second detective, crack the small glass vial between my fingers, and throw it into his face. It’s not as powerful without me touching the others, but this charm’s strong enough that it doesn’t matter.

Benedetti collapses to the ground in a heap. He’ll wake up later, but is unlikely to remember this. These memory spells are coming in handy.

“Shit, his phone.” North kneels beside him and reaches into the guy’s pockets until she finds what she’s looking for. “Oh,” she says as she tries to turn it on, furrowing her brow. “It’s dead.” She pats around him some more as Tanner, Marlowe, and I focus on the tree. “His GoPro isn’t working either. What is this powder anyway?”

“Ground mugwort and toad eye,” I tell her, and I’m not messing around. If she thinks that, it’s only because she doesn’t know me yet. I never mess around.

“This isn’t Macbeth,” she spits back at me, standing up and wiping her palms on her pants. Her body shifts in discomfort when she looks at the hole in the tree.

“No,” I agree with a sigh, trailing a finger along the brim of my hat in thought. “It’s not fucking Shakespeare. That powder is ground mugwort and toad eye.”

“How did your mentor know about all this stuff anyway?” she mumbles, but it’s not a real question, not right now anyway. She’s just muttering. Her beautiful hazel eyes shift up to me, and I hate how pretty they are. Just as pretty as they were before the woods crept into her blood.

Damn it, Brooks. I might have some issues with this woman, but there’s nothing about her physically that I do not like. God. Shit.

I look back at the tree and let my mind wander to all of my mentor’s books.

There was nothing about this in her spells or archives, and we never heard back from the one coven that we sent home. I’d say we could find them, but that was ... shit, nearly two years ago Witchwoods time. That’s sixty years ago in real time.

They were no spring chickens when they left, so I figure they’ve got to be dead by now.

“This isn’t going to look good for us, is it?” Tanner asks, rubbing one of his wolf ears in frustration. His gaze shifts to mine, and I meet it.

The police sent two detectives here to talk with Kate, and now one of them is gone and the other is going to wake up without a clue as to what happened. No, that’s not good at all.

“We need to cast a stronger spell,” Marlowe observes, and there’s a fire in his eyes that I wonder if North can see. He’s excited because he knows what this means. Guilt-free fucking.

My lips part as I exhale.

“Like what you did to those girls, but ... bigger?” Kate makes a shape with her arms, black and orange braid hanging over her shoulder. Wearing hideous overalls—that show off her shapely legs. Mm. My brain is scrambled over our new North.

Her brow is pinched, and I can tell she’s worried about Detective Gilley.

Hopefully he finds the cottage. I left a fire burning on purpose, ensuring it’d stay lit by use of my magic. But I wonder if he’ll even make it that far before the Hag eats him. Unless she’s already out here with us.

My eyes shift around the forest, but if Tanner says she’s not here then she’s not here.

Not yet.

“Exactly like that,” Tanner agrees, putting a palm on the side of the tree. “Until we close this up, we should keep tourists out of here.” His voice is dry and laced with irritation, like this is an inconvenience.

Once again, I agree.

I agree with Marlowe, and I agree with Tanner.

I turn to Kate, but she’s staring up at me like she wants to ask the question that none of us have even bothered with. See, we already know the answer, but we’ve netted ourselves something sweet and soft, and I don’t know what to do with her.

In the Witchwoods, there’s no such thing as sweet or soft, and I think I’d forgotten what it looked like, what it could be like.

But maybe her ... I won’t agree with.

“Shouldn’t we go in there and try to save the detective?” Kate asks gently, like maybe she does know the answer to this question. It’s just that she doesn’t like it. I shake my head, and then put a hand on the back of her neck.

She shivers. Pretty sure she likes that. I rub a thumb against the base of her skull, and her lips part in a sigh that she tries to choke back.

“No.” That’s all I’m going to say on the matter. She needs to know that I’ll do a lot of things, but I will never go back into that tree willingly, not for any reason. “I’ll try to stop people from going in there, but I will not visit the Witchwoods. I’d rather die here.”

“Tell me how to cast this spell,” North says, and even though she’s looking at the tree, her eyes narrow and they glow. I see the same expression in them that’s in Marlowe’s, in my own I’m sure.

Guilt-free fucking.

“I hope you’re in the mood for some kinky shit, kitten, because this one’s pretty fucked up. In terms of magic ... it’s expensive, and expensive magic can only be cast quickly with two types of currency.” Tanner’s voice dances with glee and unrestrained excitement, and he doesn’t care who knows it.

“Sex?” North guesses, and just hearing her say the word shifts the air around us. She’s still looking at the tree and not at anyone else.

“Sex and blood,” I tell her, feeling my already thick cock ruin my borrowed sweatpants with pre-cum. I glance down at North, and she finally looks back at me. Ah. I like her peering up at me like that, eyes big underneath thick lashes.

“Let’s go home,” she says, and whether she means it or not, it’s an invitation I can’t refuse.

Home.

Fuck Marlowe for putting that idea into my goddamn head.
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Kate

I steal the keys from Marlowe’s pocket and leap into the driver’s side before he can do it. That earns me a chuckle from Tanner, more silence from Brooks, and a narrow-eyed reprimand from Marlowe.

I start the truck and pretend like he doesn’t exist. There are so many other things to worry about than his surly attitude.

The tree being usable outside of a moonless night ... that’s a disaster.

I saw a detective—one who’s working on my case—get swallowed by the Witchwoods.

And I know this spell is going to require a lot of sex ... and I’m looking forward to that. The last thing I’d ever do was admit that, so I’m quiet as we drive back to my place. Before we do anything else, we have to take care of this spell to keep people away from the Witch’s Tree.

“We should wait until dark,” Brooks begins, taking his role as leader seriously. I realize with a small start that I’m glad it isn’t my job to manage the emotional workload of this crap. He’s the boss; he can do it. I’m sorry, Detective Gilley. God, I hope he doesn’t have little kids at home or something.

I shiver all over when I remember the Hag screaming her victims’ last words into my face.

We swing through a drive-through on the way back to grab coffee. Brooks is clearly weirded-out by the idea of me both ordering and paying for the coffee on my phone; he declined to choose a drink. Tanner gets hit on by the barista. Shocking. Marlowe is a grumbly gargoyle with a shadow to match.

“This coffee is shit,” Tanner tells me as we’re driving back to the house. “Can’t people make good coffee anymore?”

“It’s not coffee,” I tell him, sipping another iced latte. I told you: I have a problem with caffeine. “It’s espresso.”

There’s a bit of silence in the back seat, and I glance at the rearview mirror to see Tanner studying his cup with a quirked lip.

“No wonder it tastes like shit then,” he amends as I dig around for the cord to my phone. With this old of a truck, I have to use a lighter plug-in that connects my music to the vehicle via the radio. I match my car to that radio station, and it’s almost like having Bluetooth.

“Why did we stop at a drive-through when we have important shit that needs to be done?” Marlowe asks, because he’s an ass.

“We can’t go back until dark,” I remind him, as if he’s dumb. He hates that. His jaw clenches. “Brooks is right. If we’re going to flash our nipples and drink blood while dancing around a bonfire in a California forest during dry season, then we’re going to need the cover of darkness.”

“You have no idea what this spell entails, do you?” Lo continues, clearly trying to egg me on. “If you did, you wouldn’t have stopped for coffee. You would’ve run from us in the woods and forced Tanner to chase you down.” He pauses, as if he’s thinking this over. “Or maybe you would’ve driven us straight back to the house and torn off all your clothes? I can’t decide which.”

I ignore him, but he isn’t done. He leans back against the door on the passenger side and crosses his arms.

“We’ll have to come inside of you.” Marlowe’s voice is even, almost bored. “Then, one of us will need to eat you out, clean you up, and spit that back into your—”

I almost crash the car into a stop sign, slamming on the brakes and panting as I clench the wheel at ten and two.

“Shut your fucking mouth,” I tell him, reversing the truck with my cheeks blazing. “I don’t want to deal with you right now.”

“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.”

I stop the truck again, grateful that there’s nobody behind me.

I turn to look at him, but he’s managed to say all of this without even smiling.

I don’t believe him, but I’m also ... I do believe him. I turn to look at Tanner over my shoulder, but he’s just staring back at me with a sorry, kitten smile on his face. My attention moves over to Brooks.

“We’ll prepare as much as we can at the house, but most of the work will be done in the forest.”

He sounds like a textbook. It’s driving me crazy.

“You guys want to have sex ... in the forest?” I don’t even know why I ask; I don’t need clarification. They’re serious, absolutely serious. I seem to be the only one who’s embarrassed. “You guys might not fully understand the implications of—”

“We’ll use another spell to drive away any possible onlookers. Nobody will see that pretty pink pussy of yours, North. I’ll make sure of that.” Brooks crosses his arms and looks out the window, as if the conversation is over.

I’m grateful for the latte in my shaking hand as I drive us home and park, unclipping Flick from the truck leash. He hops out of the bed to the grass and disappears into the bushes to pee.

“Are these spell ingredients going to be difficult to find?” I ask as the men follow me up the front steps. My mind is on dead snakes and corpse pumpkins when I pose the question.

I unlock the front door with the pin pad, and I can’t help but sneak a look at the guys again. I love how disturbed both Brooks and Tanner are by the idea of an electronic door lock.

“Not unless you count what Marlowe said as difficult,” Brooks adds, and I turn away, heading quickly into the house and wondering how I’m going to go through with this. It seemed easier in the Witchwoods, to just give in to these urges. There was magic in the air. Things were heady.

It feels ... awkward now, but I’m sure that’s mostly me. None of these men are shy in the bedroom, I can tell. Stix glares at me from the kitchen doorway, immune to my bullshit as always.

“Then what preparations do we need to make?” I clarify, and the looks I get in response to that ... oh shit.

Brooks, expression like a sharp spank. Tanner, eyes like a wolf in heat. Marlowe ... blank-faced dickhead. They sweep around me, too close. My palms are sweating.

My borrowed phone rings, and I yank it from my pocket one-handed, desperate for something else to focus on.

“Hey Georgia,” I say, and I hear her sigh on the other end of the line.

“You left breakfast before we could talk about anything serious,” she says, and I decide that’s an interesting way for her to fill in her missing memory. No dead were-rabbits or awkward conversations with massive stalker witch men that she’s never seen before. “Please, can you come over? Everyone wants to see. My parents, my sisters.” Cue dramatic pause. “Nathan.”

I look over at Marlowe and decide that even he isn’t going to deal well with an ex-boyfriend.

“We’re sort of busy—” I begin, but the phone switches hands.

It’s Georgia’s mom.

“Kate, honey, I’m so glad you’re okay,” she says, and I feel that squishy heart of mine mush and shift. It betrays me as I hear her teary voice over the phone. “You’re coming over, right? The owner of the Pink Lady is here, and she’d love to meet you to talk about the project.”

Shit. My weakness. My business. My livelihood.

“We’ll be right over,” I tell her, and still, it takes five more minutes for me to get her off the phone.

The men never move, tucked in a circle of tattoos and testosterone around me.

“We’ll be right over?” Brooks echoes, raising a brow. “No, I don’t think so. We’ve got a spell to do.”

“Not until dark,” I correct, and I shiver all over.

A reprieve ... and anticipation.
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The house looks just as beautiful now as it did when I finished painting it, heading home for that fateful birthday evening and a not-so-pleasant introduction to the Witchwoods.

“Having you guys here is making this really weird,” I tell them as they follow me from the truck and up the front walk, up the porch stairs, and straight to the front door. Flick is happy though. He keeps wagging his tail at ... Tanner. Traitor.

“You were halfway to tears when we left you earlier. If I were you, I would stop with that shit. The only person you’re embarrassing is yourself.” The sound of Marlowe’s voice is like spiders crawling into my ears. I want to slap him, but I settle for knocking instead.

“You know that you can just come in, right?” Georgia says as she opens the door, and then pauses. Her gaze sweeps across the men, and the smile on her lips dies where it sits. She’s still making the shape of a smile, but all of the joy there is gone. “I’d like you three to wait outside. Do you understand?”

Brooks puts his palm on the door and when Georgia tries to move it, the damn thing won’t budge. I give him a dark look.

“Don’t you dare threaten my friend,” I warn him, but he just shakes his head and gives me a look.

“I’m not threatening anyone, North. I’m letting her know what my boundaries are. You don’t leave my sight, period. That’s it. There’s no such thing as a negotiation.”

“I don’t leave your sight unless you’re hunting were-rabbits?” I clarify, and his gaze fires up in challenge. He loves it when I talk back like that. At least that makes one of us. I wish he would shut the fuck up. He’s hot as hell when he isn’t talking, and I’m trying to psyche myself up for later.

What did Marlowe mean about cleaning me up and spitting ... he couldn’t possibly have meant that he’d come in me, eat his own come out, and then ... Fuck.

“Werewolves?” Georgia says, like she won’t let herself hear someone use a made-up word like were-rabbits in a serious sentence. Not sure why werewolves is better, but that’s what she goes with. “Kate, this isn’t normal behavior. Have you talked to Detective Gilley? I’m sure he’d love to meet your new friends.”

I don’t tell her that the detective is missing, obviously. But it won’t be long until that news gets out. I’m sure that won’t help dampen the spreading excitement over the Witchwoods. It was bad before I got stuck there. Now that I’m back, and all of this weird shit is going on, it’ll get worse.

That damn influencer. These fucking thirst trap men. Gah.

This spell is critical.

Viral video plus magic tree divided by person-eating owl equals complete disaster.

“Why don’t we all go into the backyard?” I suggest as a compromise.

Georgia is furious, but she leads us around the house and through the gate for a quick meeting with the owner of the Pink Lady—Robin Madsen. Perfunctory. Professional. She’s kind enough not to mention our weird hats.

The men keep their pretty mouths shut for a change and let me talk.

Georgia’s mother comes out after Robin leaves and showers me with hugs and kisses that I didn’t realize I warranted.

That makes me feel good.

Georgia’s lemonade-hawking sisters, Blythe and Bea, give me big hugs. Her dad pats me on the shoulder and eyes the witch men like they’re threats. Tanner tries to introduce himself, and Brooks shakes hands when offered, but Marlowe is a black cloud.

Yeah. One day of this shit is one day too much.

“We’re going to see Miriam,” I tell him during a lull in the conversation. He looks at me like I’ve spit on him which is fitting since ... I am so glad that I spit into his pancakes last night. Not only did he deserve it, but if he’s going to try and—

He opens his mouth to say something, but he never gets there.

My ex-boyfriend Nathan appears on the back porch in a maroon sweatshirt that says Harvard across the front in gold letters. His eyes widen when he sees me, and he takes the steps two at a time, moving forward like he plans on throwing his arms around me.

“No, I don’t think so,” Brooks says, holding out a hand. “That’s close enough.” Brooks looks Nathan over, and the differences between them are stark. Nathan is six inches shorter, many pounds of muscle lighter, and boyish.

Nothing about Brooks McDowell is boyish.

“Kate?” Nathan asks, blinking at me in confusion. “What the hell is going on? Georgia told me you were found, but ...” He looks at the new tattoos on my arms, studies my hair and my eyes, turns to Marlowe and blinks in surprise. “... she didn’t fill me in on the circumstances.”

“I’m home and I’m safe, that’s about all that I can tell you,” I admit as Nathan moves his attention from Marlowe to Tanner. I’m glad that Georgia and her family seem to have gone inside to give me some privacy with Nathan.

It’d be nice if my coven could do the same.

“I was sorry to hear that you were missing,” Nathan tells me, and there’s just something so cold and impersonal about those words that I shiver. He smiles gently and crosses his arms over his intellectually superior sweatshirt.

There’s nothing about him that I miss, just the idea of him, I guess. One more person that I could call if my car broke down. If I needed an extra set of hands on a job. Someone to watch a movie with. We dated for four years, all through high school.

Abandoned by my high school sweetheart. Just like Marlowe.

“Thank you for helping with the searches,” I add, because I feel so damn guilty about that. People out there, donating their time to me when I was having sex and brewing potions. I almost smile, but I’m afraid Nathan might take it the wrong way.

“No problem at all,” he says, as if he did me a favor and is happy that I’m mature enough to acknowledge that. “I was in town for the summer anyway, so I took my girlfriend and—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Marlowe says, walking up to the guy like he wants to stab him a couple of times. I notice right away that he has a knife in his right hand. The dick knife? Yeah. Shit. “You’re annoying and you pretend to be nice, but you’re so fucking condescending. She doesn’t want to see you, so can you leave? Her friend called you here for some weird reason.”

Marlowe slips past a stunned Nathan and uses his knife to cut a plum from the tree. Should I tell him that if you have to cut it off, it’s not ripe yet? But then I wonder if maybe he was just pretending to have a reason for the knife in his hand.

I look back at Nathan because nothing that was just said is a lie.

“Why did you come here?” I ask, wrinkling my brow. “You’ve known Georgia as long as I have. If she called you here, it’s because she was trying to set us up. Don’t act like you didn’t know that.”

“I came because I was afraid you wouldn’t have anyone to welcome you home,” Nathan admits, throwing his arms up. We might have broken up, but we’ve known each other our entire lives.

We played in the redwood trees in our shared kindergarten class. Attended Cutten Elementary school together and pretended to be dogs during recess. Spent a horrible two years at junior high pretending to hate each other. Came back together as a couple for four years.

This hurts me.

Nathan didn’t care if I lived or died. If I’d never come back, he would’ve moved on, forgotten about me, and nothing would change for him. I meant nothing to him.

Nobody is moving or talking, but I can sense that Tanner wants to. Brooks, too.

They leave it to Marlowe again. This time, when he appears in front of Nathan, it’s with that same knife to the man’s throat.

“Leave. Now.” I can see that he’s absolutely seething, that’s he’s dead serious about the threat he’s leveling. I’m certain none of that righteous rage is for me. Marlowe sees himself in my situation, coming home and finding your world upturned.

He’s threatening to stab Nathan because there’s no one else to take that unrestrained anger out on.

“He’s leaving. Right, Nathan?” I cross my arms and lean to one side, peering around Marlowe’s back with the most casual expression I have, the one that says this is no big deal so don’t make a thing out of it.

“This is the path you want to go down?” Nathan asks softly, but then he’s backing away and shaking his head. “Good luck, Kate. Just remember that you brought this lifestyle on yourself.” He gives Marlowe a wide berth and never dares to put his back to him. “I’m glad you’re back.”

Nathan disappears inside, and the saddest part is that I know he believes he’s the righteous victim in this exchange. I am the bad guy.

And maybe ... I sort of like that.

“Having magic is having power,” I whisper, realizing that I’m not afraid of Nathan because I have a whole new way to deal with problems.

“Having a coven is having power,” Brooks corrects, nodding his chin in the direction of the gate. “Are we done with these sorts of meetings? Your life would be a lot more fun if you didn’t force yourself into situations you don’t like.”

“I still need to see my dad,” I say with weary resignation, “but not today.” Not this week either.

“What is Nathan’s fucking problem?” Georgia asks, scowling with bright red lips as she comes down the porch stairs and looks over her shoulder. “He’s such a pretentious asshole. I can’t stand him.” She turns back to me and cringes in apology. “I had no idea he had a girlfriend until he told me just now. If I had, I wouldn’t have asked him to come.”

“So having a girlfriend makes him a no-go, but him being a pretentious asshole is okay?” I’m only teasing, but Georgia pats my arm like she’s sorry. Her gaze goes to Marlowe, sitting on a bench without the knife visible on his person. He just crosses his arms and leans his head back, gaze fixed on the sky.

I wonder how long it’s been since he’s seen the moon? It’s a moonless night every night in the Witchwoods. How depressing.

“I ... just wanted to get you away from them,” Georgia says, gesturing with one, long sweater sleeve in Tanner’s direction. She’s got cringe-face on right now, too. “Sorry, but I don’t feel like you’re the right type of ... friends for Kate.”

Tanner laughs.

“I’m not her friend,” he says, and I can’t tell if he’s trying to throw innuendo into the conversation or if there’s a yet attached to the end of that sentence. “And she isn’t single, so don’t bother setting her up. Maybe help your other friend instead? I didn’t like Jared.”

“Jared was pretty awesome,” I admit, giving Tanner a look that he returns with a much sharper one. He takes a half-step toward me, but that’s it. No closer. “He listened to his headphones and let the grown-ups talk.”

I’m surprised that Georgia remembers that the guys met Jared. She certainly doesn’t remember the were-rabbit or else we’d still be having words on the front porch.

“Jared looks like the type of man who drifts obviously through life while someone like me fucks his wife behind his back.” Tanner turns to Georgia and snaps his fingers. She blinks a few times, and then just stands there, like he never said something as stupid as that. “A little leftover magic from earlier,” he tells me, and I kick him in the shin.

Doesn’t do anything because of those insane boots the boys are wearing.

We really need to get to the store tomorrow for clothes. Stuff for work would be nice, too.

My heart skips a beat at the idea of adding more workers to my growing business.

I’m nervous to tell the men that I’m going to be their boss, and that they’ll have to paint houses with me. They’re all rude, aggressive, and combative. I don’t want to fight about it, but I can’t feed and clothe them on my income alone. We’ll be lucky if we can find any clothes at the secondhand place that fit them. If not, we’ll have to get something special and that’s money I do not have.

“Georgia.” I shake my hand at her, and she comes to like she’s waking from a trance.

“Are you sure you’ve even met Jared?” she asks Tanner finally, but he only shrugs and tucks one hand in the pocket of his sweatpants. His borrowed hoodie rides up, showing off far too much of his stomach for my liking.

“Mm. Maybe not?” he teases, running his pretty fingers through his hair. The symbols on the backs of his hand remind me of the ones on my own. Because of everything we’ve been through, I’ve barely had time to examine my own tattoos.

An activity for later.

I force my gaze back to Georgia. Brooks is this close to hustling us out of here.

“We have to get going,” I tell her, which is a weird feeling. Usually, I’m heading home to an empty house. Well, I’ve got Flick and Stix, but sometimes a human wants another human around. “I may not get to see you this week with the new project starting, but I’ll be at breakfast next Saturday, like always.”

“I’m not leaving you unsupervised with these ... people until next week. I’ll stop by in a few days to check on you, okay?” Her lip curls as she engages in an alpha-versus-alpha staredown with Brooks. They are not well-suited.

“I’d like that.” I smile at her and then lead all three men (and Flick) into the front yard. When I move, they follow. It should be annoying, but when I turn to look at them, I think that maybe it’s not so bad.

It’s been like three days. I want to throw myself off a cliff into the ocean.

I am not going to let these guys into my life unless they prove themselves.

“Time to spit cum in your mouth?” Marlowe asks, and he’s somehow got my keys and is climbing behind the wheel. How ... when? What the fuck? “Let’s go.”

Flick goes in the truck bed on his lead. I sit in the back with Brooks again while Tanner rides in the front.

“You’ll do just fine, North,” Brooks says, quiet enough that only I can hear. Tanner is fiddling with the radio, and finding very few stations left on the air. I wonder what that feels like? Probably not very good. “You were good at it before.”

There’s a tease in his voice, but I ignore it.

“We both know that Nathan didn’t teach you to fuck like that.” Brooks laughs to himself, but I shift in my seat and turn even further toward the window. Was that ... a compliment? Oh yeah.

He basically told me that I’m skilled in the bedroom—or on the forest floor. Bent over an armchair. Whatever.

When I see my reflection in the glass, there’s a bright red blush to my face.

And my eyes ... they’re glowing.
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Kate

The street in front of McKay Community Forest is cordoned off with police tape. We can’t even get down it.

I know these woods as well as my own house. I could navigate to the Witch’s Tree from anywhere around here, but I’m just assuming that the search or investigation or whatever is happening in and around the clearing.

We moved Detective Benedetti’s body to the parking lot, laid him out next to his car. By we, I mean Tanner and Marlowe did the grunt work while Brooks and I watched. Doesn’t appear to have thrown the search parties off any.

“At least with the police there, nobody can access it,” I offer as Marlowe turns in the front seat, throwing his arm across the back of it. He stares at me.

“If we hadn’t attended a date with your ex, we’d have been able to fuck that spell into fruition already. Letting you drag us around by the dicks isn’t working, Kate. Just let Brooks do his thing. He’s a bastard, but he’s a much better strategist than you are.”

I snag his witch hat from his head, and his eyes widen.

There’s a charm on it in the shape of a heart. I tear it off, and I chuck it at his face.

It’s like a bath bomb or something, and it explodes on impact, powder falling over his hair and shoulders.

“Fuck!” he screams, and then he punches the steering wheel so hard that the skin on his knuckles breaks open and begins to bleed. “Goddamn it, Kate. God ... fuck ...” Marlowe’s voice is edged with anger and panic and then, he’s looking at me again and our dynamic is shifting faster than I can process the change.

His expression softens as Tanner coughs and waves his arm through the red dust. He rolls his window down, our truck idling in the middle of the street next to the caution tape. People are starting to glance our way. Not good.

“Hi there,” Marlowe says, and his voice is low and velveteen. I want to wrap it around my shoulders and burrow into it. Just the thought of that freaks me out. “You’re so beautiful, but I’m so angry with you,” he says with a long sigh. “You’ve just wasted a powerful spell.” His brows furrow like he’s warring with two different parts of himself. “It’s not her fault, she didn’t know,” he whispers, and he certainly isn’t talking to me when he says that.

“What sort of spell is that?” I ask as Brooks gets out of the car with a growl, stalks around to the driver’s seat and climbs in. He shoves Marlowe over the front seat and into the back with me. It should be a clumsy, awkward event in such a small space, but Marlowe is honed and sculpted by the woods.

He pours over the front seat and into the back, stealing away all of the oxygen and making it difficult to breathe. Dark glass eyes stare down at me, and an image flashes in my mind of him in the woods with his metal mask on, standing over me and looking at me like a human sacrifice.

Things get weird there very quickly.

I scoot back from Marlowe, but he’s looking at me like he wants to kiss me. It’s a radical change from his usual expression, the one where it looks like he wants to kill me.

“This is a love spell,” he murmurs softly, reaching out for my hands. I pull them away, but he closes the distance too quickly and catches them. “Not that it matters to me. The things I feel for you, I’m sure they’re genuine.” He frowns then and shakes his head, his lip edging up into a scowl. His gaze barrels into mine. “Kate, when this is over, you better—”

—and all of that rage drops away, and I swear that I catch a true glimpse of who Marlowe Waverley was before he went missing.

“He’s so cute in his glasses,” Miriam had written in one of the articles. “He’s quiet and he reads books after work, but on the weekends, he’s so outgoing and adventurous. Marlowe is a truly genuine soul, and I can’t even begin to understand what happened with that tree.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t given you the attention you deserve. We’re a coven, and I ... well, there won’t be any other women for me. Ever. You’re it now, the only one.” He lifts my hands up and puts his forehead down to touch my knuckles. “But you’re right: we should visit Miriam and end this saga once and for all, like you did with Nathan.”

“Nathan and I broke up, so it’s a bit of a different situation—” My words cut off abruptly as Marlowe scoots toward me, putting his hand on the back of Brooks’ headrest and leaning in toward me.

His lips touch mine, soft at first but followed by a tender urgency that drives straight through my heart. I shove him back, blinking wildly at the gently creased skin at the corners of his eyes. He’s not just smiling with his mouth; his entire face is lit up.

I should not be seeing him like this. It doesn’t feel right.

“There’s no point in running from this, Kate. We’re together now. We both know it, and we want to try it out, so where’s the harm in that?” Marlowe attempts to pull me into his lap, but the truck is now parked in the driveway and Brooks is yanking my door open.

I tumble into his arms, and he hoists me against his chest.

“Marlowe, go wash it off and knock it the fuck off.” Brooks carries me back into my house with Flick barking wildly from the bed of the pickup. Tanner frees him and somehow doesn’t get bitten in the process which means that Flick might already like him.

“A love spell?” I say aloud, and then it occurs to me why Marlowe might’ve crafted a spell like that.

For Miriam. All of that lovey-dovey stuff was going to come from her and be directed at him. That’s so fucking gross. I want to kick him in the nuts.

“I’ll take a shower, but it won’t change what I’m feeling,” Lo declares, like he’s annoyed by the idea but has accepted it. When this spell is finished, he’s going to come at me for this. I’m ready for it because I have some thoughts about this crap myself.

“He was going to use that spell on the fourth member of our coven,” Tanner explains as he joins us in the entryway. Stix is rubbing against his legs. What the hell, cat? “Just in case that person was ... unreasonable and difficult to work with.” Tanner looks at me in Brooks’ arms, and there’s a little flash that could be a hint of jealousy. “But you, kitten, you’re nice and smooth and easy to work with.”

“He crafted that spell for Miriam,” I protest and Brooks laughs, setting me on my feet.

“He knew after about ... six months with us that Miriam was not going to be a thing. Don’t worry too much about that.” Brooks moves into the kitchen and starts digging around in my cabinets. “There’s no need to be jealous; he’s all yours.”

I ignore that last part, making my way over to the couch and flopping down with a tired sigh.

It’s been a long ... three days? Yeah. Three days. That’s it. I don’t know these men at all.

“So, he showers and then that’s that?” I ask. “Spell is washed off and he’s back to normal?”

“What a shame, right? If only he were truly that pleasant to be around.” Tanner cracks one of the living room windows so that Ebon can come and go. “Should’ve begged him to keep it on, not wash it off.”

“He was driving me goddamn nuts, Tanner.” Brooks pops briefly out of the kitchen, removing his witch hat with an odd expression. The eyes blink up at him before he hangs it off a hook on my hall tree. His fingers ruffle his red and black hair, clearing the hat head like magic. Hmm. “I’m sure it’s not a comfortable situation for Kate either.”

“I—” The words die in my throat.

I’d thought Marlowe was in the shower, since I can hear it running.

Instead, I see him standing across the room from me, naked with the bathroom door open.

“Look at me,” he demands, standing there with one hand on the door jamb, inked fingers curled tight. I do, even though I’d rather not. He isn’t flaccid anymore, a fact that I can’t deny, not even if I keep my attention on his face. “You’re mine now, Kate. That’s that. If you think Tanner’s a hard-ass about this shit, it’s only because we’ve barely gotten started.”

“Get in the shower,” I grind out, and he smiles wickedly at me before turning and climbing in.

Steam rolls out of the door, and I hear him scrubbing himself. Another minute goes by. Another.

Marlowe climbs out of the shower with the towel clutched in front of his dick, staring at me from across the room. Dripping water. Steaming—both physically and metaphorically. I stare back at him, and I’m relieved to see that the spell is gone. He’s looking at me with contempt instead of love.

That makes me feel a little shitty. A lot shitty.

He lets out a disbelieving laugh and tosses the towel aside, flashing his pierced cock. Three days. We just met. It’s been inside of me, but I haven’t gotten a very good look at it yet.

He sees me staring and slits his gaze, dropping his hand to his shaft. Running his thumb over the weepy head. Pearly. Slick. He made himself come in that shower. I’m lit up and very aware of his proximity. For two or three seconds there, I’m sure he’s thinking about me, too.

Marlowe scowls at me, turning away and disappearing behind the shower curtain.

Ouch.

I decide that even if I hate him, he was right earlier: I should let Brooks do his thing.

I’m ready to listen.
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Brooks reappears with a cast-iron pot and sets it on the coffee table.

“That’ll work for a cauldron,” he says, as confident and cocky about this as he is everything else. “We’ll do what we can to prep the spell in advance, and as soon as the activity dies down a little, we’ll get in there, and get this done.”

“Get her done,” Tanner murmurs with an interrupted smile—it breaks into something feral halfway through, and he knows it. He forces his mouth into a more neutral shape and rubs his palm over his chest, drawing my attention to our matching scars. No accident on his part.

“What would’ve happened if I’d been a guy? Truly, I want to know.” I lean back into the couch pillows and wait for the awkwardness with Marlowe to ensue. It’s inevitable.

“There are other ways to cast these spells,” Brooks explains yet again, that black swirl of hair at the front of his head like the swoop of a single horn. He’s said this before, but I’m not sure I believe it. “They’re just slower and more cost-heavy in terms of ingredients. Did you want to gather three corpse pumpkins?”

“Still not an answer to my question,” I say, and that’s true. They’re saying it takes more time to cast in other ways, but they didn’t say that’s what they’d do if I were a guy. It feels like they’re skirting the question.

Marlowe returns in the pink sweatpants, holding up Nathan’s boxers between two fingers. He snaps them a couple of times, like he’s trying to start a lighter, and his fingers sprout into two bright, little flames. The boxers are incinerated in just a handful of seconds.

He shakes the ash off himself as I gape.

“I thought that fire was Brooks’ thing ...” My voice trails off as Marlowe moves across the room toward me. He straddles me on the couch, putting his hands on either side of my shoulders. His body is warm and hard and wet, hair dripping into his face, teeth gritted with frustration.

“Do not touch my hat ever again,” he breathes, tightening his grip and making the couch creak. I feel a lot of things underneath his body, but I can’t decide if I like those things or not. His borrowed sweatpants have shifted lower, showing off his navel and the tight, lean muscle of his lower belly.

That supernatural ink of his moves and shifts, sliding across his skin like the lyrics to a song. It’s as if I can hear the humming from the forest in my ears, the tune that the three of them used to communicate with each other. I want to learn it so badly right then.

“Don’t touch me and I won’t touch you or your stuff,” I snap back at him, but then his expression shifts up just slightly on one side.

“I’m not fucking touching you,” Marlowe corrects, and I realize that’s true. He isn’t. He’s straddling me, but there’s space between the inside of his thighs and the outside of mine. His hands are on the couch near my shoulders, but not touching them. He smiles, and all of the water on his skin disappears, like he’s absorbed it into his pores.

He’s no longer wet, but he’s just as big, just as hot.

I think about Nathan, and the pity on his face when he said that he came to Georgia’s to see me because he wasn’t sure that anyone else would be there. I try to tell myself that Marlowe put a knife to his neck, and that I should be amused by that. But, just like the love spell, it was an act that only looked like something meant for me.

Marlowe held that knife up because Nathan is his past. And he looked at me with longing and desire because of magic. Just like he’ll only fuck me because of magic.

“Do not touch my hat,” he repeats, and then he’s sliding off of me and dragging his knee across the tops of both my thighs. It has to be a mistake. It has to be. Or a tease. My skin pebbles with goose bumps, but Marlowe seems unaffected.

He pauses briefly to exchange a long, silent look with Brooks. They sign at each other, their rune-dipped hands carving out a conversation that I can’t understand. Tanner watches but doesn’t participate, shaking his head instead.

Lo disappears into the kitchen, snagging one of my sweatshirts from the foyer and shrugging into it as he passes by. I can hear the sound of cabinets being opened, boxes and bags rifled through with pretty fingers.

When he comes back, he has a box of swiss roll cakes, some Goldfish crackers, and a can of sparkling water. LaCroix wasn’t nearly as much of a thing in his time, so I wonder if he mistook it for a soda?

He sits cross-legged on the floor with the sweatshirt’s hood up and cracks the can, chugging most of it in a single swallow. He makes a point not to look at me, and I hate him even more than I did earlier today.

There are so many things that need doing, that need talking about.

Don’t poke the bear, Kate.

I slide my borrowed phone from my pocket. Open Spotify. Navigate to the Numa Numa song.

Hit play.

Marlowe goes very still, a handful of Goldfish crackers cupped in his palm. He turns slowly to look at me over one shoulder, using his hand to push the hood of the sweatshirt back. It slithers down to gather at his neck, putting his dark hair on display. It shimmers like the surface of a bubble, iridescent and irresistible.

His eyes are weapons trained on my face.

We stare at each other and everything else fades away.

How dare he mock me like that.

“You are not going to punish me for some perceived transgression. This is my house. This is my life. You’re the one that came barging in here. If I want to touch that hat, I’ll touch it.”

His shadow appears on the wall behind him, despite the fact that the lighting is all wrong. Its wings spread out on either side of his body, swooping around the room and coming together at the tips behind me.

Whoa.

“I warned you what would happen if you played this song.” He drops the crackers back into the bag, swiping his hands together to clear crumbs. Marlowe throws his hood back up, and then surprises me by turning and getting on his hands and knees.

He crawls toward me as Brooks curses at us and Tanner cocks his head, like he’s curious to see what’ll happen. He likes to watch.

Marlowe slides his hands onto the couch cushions on either side of me, sitting on his knees in front of mine. I haven’t opened my legs yet. He takes my knees in his hands, but makes no move to do anything more with them.

“You’re fucking me, Kate. That’s not negotiable anymore. You knew I didn’t want you to touch me, and you’re forcing the matter to make a point. So don’t worry: you’ll get what you deserve.”

He stands up so quickly that my head spins, grabbing me around the waist and slinging me over his shoulder. This isn’t the win he wants it to be, since I’m the one that pulled the trigger. He touched his dick in front of me and then acted like my reaction was disgusting.

Up the stairs we go, leaving the other men behind.

I bite him in the back the way I bit him in the leg back in the woods—more effectively this time.

“You bitch,” he grinds out, tossing me onto the bed. He tries to pry my legs apart by grabbing onto my knees, but I resist him. We stare at each other again. Three days ago he was a stranger that violated me in a forest. I have no idea what this is.

It’s not Stockholm syndrome the way Georgia suggested.

It’s attraction.

I’m ashamed to admit that he’s beautiful to me—physically. This is cognitive dissonance at its finest: I want Marlowe, but I also want him dead.

“You don’t want it?” He raises a brow, like he’s a cocky shit. He’s not. I’ve seen what he’s like on the other side of a love spell, so there’s not much left for him to hide. “Too damn bad. I told you not to put that song on.”

“If you don’t want this, you can stop,” I assure him, and he laughs at me, raking his hair back with a hand branded by a magic circle with a snake at its center. A crescent moon with demon wings sits on top, mushrooms underneath, and a waterfall behind.

I put my own hand between us, my fingers on Marlowe’s bare chest between the metal teeth of the sweatshirt zipper. My hand is decorated as fantastically as his.

A moon with horns, a spell circle with a moth above it, flowers and leaves and an upside-down triangle. Marlowe’s scar is underneath my inked hand, the scar that I licked. It matches mine, the one that he licked. We drank each other’s blood.

“No,” he says to me, shaking his head. “You’re not getting out of this that easily.”

He unbuckles the straps of my overalls like they’re poisoned, yanking the denim down my hips as the song starts over downstairs. I left my phone on the couch, and I’m not sure that either Brooks or Tanner know how to turn it off.

“Ugh.” Marlowe rips both my shorts and my panties off, chucking them inside. He drags me into his arms, and my legs go around him. Why does his body feel so good against mine? Magic? Bad luck?

Good luck?

He throws us into the wall, finding my core and thrusting in at the same time. Huge, hard dick forcing its way in. Nodes of pleasure that must come from his piercings. Rough, angry breaths from his beautiful mouth.

That stupid goddamn song is playing as he bites down hard on my neck in retaliation, and I remember biting his tongue during the coven ritual.

My fingers are in his hair, and my body is on fire. He’s so horrible, but he’s so hot. This is terrible, and yet I can’t shake the feeling that we were married under a moonless sky.

Me, and three witch stalkers.

I married three witch stalkers by accident.

Shit.

“Goddamn it, you’re such a prick,” I groan, rubbing against him frantically, climbing him.

Kissing him.

He snags my chin and turns my face away, holding me there.

“That was not a part of the deal.”

Marlowe fucks me good and violent and fast, slamming as deep as he can and doing an admirable job of ignoring the constant loop of that taunting tune. He was twenty years old when I was born, and yet we’re both in our twenties now.

Mind fuck.

Hard fuck.

So hard.

My body feels full in a way it never does, and I don’t want this sensation to stop. I’m addicted to it. My clit is serviced by his taut form, hard sweaty muscle grinding pleasure into me. I’m so wet that I can feel it on my ass cheeks, hear it with each slip and slide of his cock.

He releases my face, pressing his own against the side of my neck.

Shamelessly, frantically, we screw each other against that wall.

“God, I hate how much I want to blow this load in you,” he murmurs, nibbling the bite mark that he just left. I squirm and claw at the fabric covering his back, encouraging that idea with the wild churning of my hips. “Too bad for the both of us that that’s not going to happen.”

Marlowe spins and chucks me on the bed, just like that.

And then he fists himself, jerks his shaft a few times, and comes all over me. Seed on my thigh, dripping down to my ass. On my lower belly. On my shirt. On my bed.

I’m panting as I stare up at him, cheeks flushed.

He just stands there, staring back.

And then he’s on me again, the hood falling over his hair as he looks down at me from all fours.

“What a stupid question, asking if we should save the detective.”

It’s a weird, random thing to say in the middle of sex, but I forget all about it when he pushes his half-hard cock back into me. Marlowe settles down between my thighs, bracing himself with a forearm, and then grinds his hips against me. It’s mostly about my clit at this point, but it’s nice having something to squeeze onto.

It also doesn’t take him any time at all to get it up for me again.

My palms press into his strong sides as he adjusts my left leg, and starts to thrust. His cum is smeared between us now, slick and shiny on everything. I’ve never done anything like this on my poor bed—never done anything like this ever—and now the sheets are ruined.

I’m not sorry at all.

Marlowe gives into me, letting me cling onto him as he snaps my needy body into orgasm. He’s good about driving his hips through the contractions, getting all the way there. Mm. Fuck. It’s good. It’s so good. It’s so goddamn good.

He feels good on top of me, heavy weight bearing down. My stomach muscles contract, coils of wicked delight zinging my blood. Ahh. I come apart for him, thrusting my pelvis to meet his, stroking and petting him like a good boy.

“You liked that, did you, North?” Marlowe’s tone is disparaging, an odd contrast to the happy butterflies in my belly and the tears of pleasure at the corners of my eyes.

“Miriam trained you well,” I choke out between gasping breaths. Not even ecstasy could save him from that quip.

Marlowe sits up and swipes his strong arm against his sweaty forehead, catching strands of dark hair and making them stick up.

“Nathan did not do the same for you.”

He pulls out of me, climbs off the bed, and grabs a towel.

That’s where he finishes, shooting his load into the fabric while staring blatantly at me. I like the face he makes when he comes, the way he bites his lip. It’s about the only thing I do like about him.

We have a lot in common even though we shouldn’t have anything in common.

“When the two of you are finished with whatever the hell this crap is, come downstairs.” Brooks appears briefly in the doorway, but the only part of him I can see is his shadow and its massive rack of antlers. I smell sparks and smoke.

As he turns away, I realize that his voice is too distant to have come from the hall.

Brooks is yelling at us from downstairs and it’s only his shadow that I saw. Shivers.

I cover myself up with a blanket and get to my feet, stripping my dirty shirt and acting like Marlowe doesn’t exist. He extends the same courtesy to me.

Brooks and Tanner are waiting in the foyer for us. The former looks bored while the latter ... He’s grinning at me, but I can’t decide if he’s happy or annoyed or ...

We pile into the truck together, and I do it without complaining.

Unlike Marlowe, I know how to play nice.

“Could’ve given us ten minutes to clean up after that. I’m covered in my own goddamn cum.” Ah, classic Marlowe.

Brooks and Tanner both do their best to ignore him.

Lo and I sit in the back seat, turning to stare at each other again. Neither of us talks, and he purses his lips tight. His big hand comes up to rub against the side of his tattooed neck, head tilting to one side as he stares at me.

“I’m going to spit our fucking loads into your mouth,” he says finally, like he thinks that’s going to bother me.

“Good,” I tell him with a tight smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Marlowe turns away like I haven’t said a word, staring at Tanner instead of me. The two of them look at one another, and I see the oddest mix of camaraderie and hatred. They’re a unit now because their lives depend on each other, but it’s Tanner’s fault that Marlowe was trapped in the Witchwoods.

Just like it’s Marlowe’s fault that I was trapped.

And ... Brooks’ fault that we were all trapped.

This is the weirdest relationship dynamic I’ve ever been a part of in my life.

But I like it anyway.
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The police are still at the Witchwoods when we get there, so we go home. Wait. Try again.

When it’s clear that more people are showing up, rather than less, we give up for the rest of the night. Nobody can get into the tree if the police are watching it ... right?

Except, you know, another police officer.

Fuck my life.

We go back to the house, and I pause at the bottom of the porch steps with Tanner, letting the other two men head up before us. I taught Marlowe how to use the keyless entry, so he’s able to open the door. Good deal because I don’t want him anywhere near me.

He’s like a drug, something that feels great in the moment but drags me down after. Leaves me hungover. Makes me question all of my recent decisions.

Tanner waits on the front walk, crossing his arms like he can sense the little demons inside of me.

Sometimes, you crave love so badly that you accept disrespect and dislike in its place.

The love spell fiasco just sort of made me ... sad. Then there’s the Nathan thing. An experience like that would’ve crushed me if I’d been alone. But I wasn’t. I had a fucking coven with me.

It’s an illusion in a way though, isn’t it? Marlowe is not my friend right now. None of them are. They’re all strangers. Literal strangers.

“You need something, kitten?” Tanner asks, and I can’t help but wonder where that nickname came from. I should ask at some point.

“I feel ... shitty,” I admit, opening my rib cage up so that Tanner might examine the heart underneath. Why the fuck shouldn’t I? Seriously? Why not? He’s right here, and he won’t leave. “I didn’t want to get back together with Nathan, but I hate that he didn’t care about me being gone.”

There. I said it. I’m upset that my childhood friend couldn’t care less if I had died or disappeared forever.

“Oh, he cared,” Tanner explains, dropping his arms to his sides. He looks like he wants to touch me, but I know with perfect certainty that he won’t. Not unless I touch him first. “He was jealous as fuck, Kate. Did you see the way he was looking at us?”

I smile, but I don’t quite believe that. Nathan was never the jealous type—at least not with me.

“Marlowe ...” I can’t say it. I don’t know how to say it. “I know you don’t know me well,” I begin instead, hesitation lacing my words. I meet Tanner’s eyes before I continue. “But ... do you think I’m forgettable?”

He looks me over, a notch between his brows, frown on his lips. His gaze is something else entirely, liquid and wanting. Another illusion. He says he wants me to be his, that he’ll be mine, but why? Because I was in the woods. That’s it. Tanner wants someone, but he doesn’t necessarily want Kate.

“Do I think you’re forgettable? I think you were waiting for someone like me.”

I purse my lips and frown back at him.

“A stalker?” I clarify, but there are tears salting my eyes. Being lonely is so fucking awful. It’s a starvation of the heart, and a condemnation of the soul. I fist my hand in my t-shirt, but I don’t move.

“I didn’t stick around for anyone before I disappeared, and I doubt anyone truly gave a shit when I went missing. Not even my own dad.” Tanner smiles to lighten the heavy load of his words. “Going to the Witchwoods was not the worst thing that ever happened to me, and I’m determined to make my life better than I left it. I’m not going anywhere, Kate. I’m staying.”

I move a little closer, but I don’t touch him.

We know what that means.

“What if I asked you to leave?” I wonder aloud, because that matters, too, doesn’t it? I don’t want to be bullied by this man or anyone else. I’m lonely, but I’m committed to changing my life, too. I was only in the woods for two days, but I see everything in a different light now.

I wasn’t meant to exist all by myself. I need some people to call my own.

“I don’t know, Kate,” Tanner answers, but at least this time, I know he’s being honest.
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Kate

Our morning starts off on the wrong foot when I wake to Brooks shaking my shoulder.

“There’s a fucking crowd outside,” he says, and for the first time since we got here, I feel like he’s finally realizing that I might know how to handle certain situations that he doesn’t. Acknowledging that makes him a better leader than I thought. “They’re everywhere, in the backyard, on the porch. I pushed a man off the roof.”

I blink in the murky darkness of my bedroom, rubbing at my sleep-crusted eyes with the back of my hand.

“You pushed ...? Huh? What?” I’m so confused, but Brooks doesn’t give me the time to analyze what he just said. He turns away from me and flings the curtains open, revealing a woman with a phone crouching by my window.

I can’t help it: I scream.

And then I’m up and out of bed, drawing a revolver from the drawer at my bedside. It’s the woman’s turn to scream, scrambling to a ladder that’s situated in my backyard. I tuck the gun by my side, moving forward to peer out.

There are at least a dozen people milling around the rear of the property.

“That’s a nice piece.” Tanner whistles as he gently tugs the gun from my hand. “You’ve surprised me again, Kate.”

We’ve gone viral, just like I knew we would. My eyes shift over to the phone on my nightstand. I pick it up and open an app. #WitchwoodBoys is the popular search of the day. I click the hashtag and scroll to the first video.

It’s the same one I looked at yesterday, only ... it has millions of views now. Millions.

Me and the guys, standing in front of the Witch’s Tree wearing pointed hats. A bloody Brooks crushing an influencer’s phone beneath his boot. Me in a bone collar with my tits hanging out. Tanner with a crow on his shoulder. Marlowe, tearing a charm from his hat and throwing it at the hole in the tree. The four of us spitting at the Hag.

Seems I was right though: nobody is mentioning the eyes on Brooks’ hat or the Hag Wytch’s head burrowing out of the tree trunk. To them, the crow is just a crow. The hats are just hats. They can’t see the magic.

Not that it matters. Flannel-shirt Girl and her team have posted plenty of other ... interesting videos. Namely, three massive, handsome, tattooed men in leather pants.

The four of us at the cafe. Shots of Brooks’ sweatpants and the bright pink heart over the crotch. Tanner slinging a dead rabbit over his shoulder and spattering blood on his snug white hoodie. Marlowe’s exposed midriff beneath the too-tight T-shirt.

That’s why we’re viral.

It’s not because of the stupid legend being real; it’s because a missing woman was found in the woods with three guys who don’t exist on social media. Three guys that look disturbingly similar to other missing Witchwoods victims.

I see #socialmediaghost is trending. As in, someone who has zero known social media profiles.

I see something else called #imnotcamping and click on that.

I’ve become a meme. I am a meme. A TikTok challenge.

As I scroll, I see video after video of people sticking their hands into holes on trees. My audio is on every single one of them.

“We weren’t in the Witchwoods; we were just camping.” And then the person will smile and point up at the top of the screen where text appears. “I wasn’t in Vegas for a secret bachelor party, I was just camping.”

Next one.

“I wasn’t cheating on you, I was just camping.”

“I’m not dropping out of school, I’m just camping.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, and seeing how much bullshit is out there, I’m not surprised when I click on a travel channel that’s planning a trip to visit the Witch’s Tree.

The one that now works all the time instead of only on moonless nights.

Brooks snatches the phone from my hand and holds it above my head. It was his turn in the bed last night. Tanner slept on the cot, and Marlowe continued to stay in the corner by my bookshelves. Good. As far away from me as possible for that gargoyle.

“Enough of this. We have a real-world problem.”

I grit my teeth and try to take the phone back from him. I lied: he’s a shitty leader, and I hate him.

“This entire problem is because of what’s on that phone. Give it back and let me handle this.” I hold out my palm and Brooks shakes his head. He’s lucky he’s so pretty or his self-righteous energy would’ve caused me to claw his eyes out already—even the ones on his hat.

“You have the world mixed up,” Brooks explains patiently. “Life exists out here, not in there.” He tosses the phone onto my dresser. “We have people on our property, and we have magic.” When he puts his hands on his hips, I narrow my eyes and wait for the punchline. “Do you want to cast a spell?”

I nod, but I’m wary.

“Yes please.” My words cause Brooks’ green eyes to narrow, and the big one on his hat to go wide. The others are shut tight.

“Get dressed and bring them downstairs with you.” Brooks sweeps out of the room, his own bone necklace rattling. Flick growls at him as he moves past but doesn’t bite. Too bad.

My attention shifts to Tanner as he examines the gun, offering it back to me. I accept it and move to the window again, staring down at the trespassers in my yard. Hmm. After ensuring the window is locked, I close the curtains and plunge the room back into its half-dark state.

“Where’d you get the revolver from?” he asks me, curiosity replacing the usual miasma of lust that colors most of his words.

“My grandma.” I look down at the weapon, consider it for a few seconds, and then put it back in the drawer. “Why?”

“Because you should’ve brought it to the woods with you.” Tanner grins, teeth white in the gloom. His shadow is visible as an obsidian blotch on the wall, split in half and sporting a pair of tails, long claws, and that rope-like tongue. “Could’ve shot Marlowe and saved yourself a lot of trouble.”

We both glance in Lo’s direction, his chair turned away so that all we can see is the pointed hat on his head. It’s hard to tell what’s growing on it this morning, but the air is perfumed with herbs. Basil, thyme, rosemary, sage. A white butterfly fans its wings from atop the hat’s curled tip.

Marlowe turns the chair around, like he’s been listening and isn’t amused. His huge body unfolds from his sleeping spot, already dressed in uniform. Hat. Leather pants. Boots. No shirt. Bone necklace. His metal mask is in place, but his eyes say more than enough.

Yeah, we hate-fucked each other last night. So what?

My breath releases in a whoosh.

Lo tugs the mask down, a terrifying frown etched beneath it. He looks like the monster that attacked me in the woods, and I wonder if Tanner doesn’t have a point. Then again, Marlowe took my knife away like it was nothing. I’m sure he’d have stolen the gun, too.

“Hurry up.” Lo avoids me completely as he walks by, but he shoulder-checks Tanner.

I expect a fight, but Tanner surprises me by tamping his reaction down. He turns to watch his coven-mate leave the room, eyes wolfish and wild, before blinking the expression away.

“One day, I’m going to spell his dick off.” Tanner rubs at his forehead with two fingers. “If only coven members weren’t resistant to each other’s magic.”

“Resistant?” I ask, searching around for my clothes. Everything that I need is stacked neatly on one of my dressers, my own plain black witch hat on the very top. Brooks. He appears to be the domestic type.

“If you don’t consent to the magic of your coven, it’s hard to use it on them. Not impossible, just less effective.” Tanner lifts his fancy brow, a knowing half-smile on his face that’s lit up by my plastic moon-and-star lights. “Hard to fuck them, too, if they’re not consenting. Not impossible, just less effective.” He winks at me.

I’m going to spell all of their dicks off, resistant or not.

“I don’t even like Marlowe.” Not sure why that was my response. “Weird as you are, you’re the only one in the group who doesn’t actively disrespect me with every sentence.”

“And what the hell does that mean?” Tanner walks slowly enough around the end of the bed that I consider running. It’s that lazy gait of his, like he’s the darkest thing in the forest and has no reason to run. If only that were true—the Hag Wytch ruled those woods. “Look, Kate. If Marlowe isn’t doing it for you, remember that you’re also my wife.”

“You—” I choke the words off as Tanner laughs at me, putting his own clothes on while I do the same. There’s a sticky tension in the air, a soft heat clinging to my skin. He brushes hair away from my face, dragging his skin over mine. It feels good.

Marlowe and I don’t like each other. Brooks and I don’t like each other. Tanner ... we get along.

“Don’t answer me now. Later.” He grabs his leather pants and yanks them on, tucking his cock away with his eyes on mine.

“Do I think you’re forgettable? I think you were waiting for someone like me.”

My eyes stray back to the folded clothes, clean and ready for me. I also noticed that someone washed and dried a load of towels with my grandmother’s favorite soap. Brooks.

Slick cum between our naked bodies. The sweet sore spots on my neck. Marlowe

Katelynn Poppy, besieged on all fronts.

[image: ]

The four of us gather in my living room for some Sunday morning spellcasting.

Stix yawns, flashing fangs from her perch on the sofa. Flick camps in the foyer, barking at the social media hounds on our porch, and Ebon observes the ritual like a stern teacher from the top of the grandfather clock.

There’s my cast-iron pot on the floor with branches and bones inside of it.

There’s Marlowe, masked and brooding. Tanner, wolf ears perked on his hat brim. Brooks, looking at me like a puzzle that needs solving. Nobody speaks, which is fine by me.

Brooks spits on the branches, and they burst into flames. He holds out his hands, and the other two men grab them without hesitation. No big deal. Think clinically, Kate.

I keep my eyes on Brooks as I do the same, accepting their hands like it’s nothing, like I don’t feel every rough callous or whorl of their fingerprints. Like they don’t spark heat in me. Like I’m not lonely, and I don’t care.

Does Brooks have all of these spells memorized? I wonder as he begins to hum, and I find myself terribly thankful that I have heavy curtains in this room and that I always pull them shut before bed.

Well, Tanner did it last night, but the end result is the same.

The men kneel down all at once, and I go with them, managing to hit my knee on the floor hard enough to make me curse. Tanner chuckles like he finds me amusing, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles in a soothing gesture, giving me goose bumps.

Brooks picks up the athame, slices off a small hank of bloodred hair and tosses it into the flames. When he hands the knife to me, it comes hilt-first, and I see that it’s the cock blade again. Seriously? I snatch the item and hurriedly shear a piece of my own hair off without thinking about aesthetics first.

Marlowe is staring at me like I’m crazy. He huffs behind his mask (nobody else has theirs on) as I pass him the blade—dick pointing straight at him. He smoothly cuts some hair from the back of his head which I find impressive. Passes it to Tanner who looks the least enthused about the hair cutting, but does it anyway.

See what I mean? His looks are his shield against the world. He’s a violent sort of pretty.

Once Tanner’s set the blade on the floor and added his hair to the fire, all three men clap their hands together, heel to heel, but perpendicular. The fingers on their right hand face up while the fingers on their left point forward. It’s not a difficult move to make, but it takes me a few seconds to catch up.

They wait, and then rise as a unit after. I follow them up, nervous about missing a step. I could see the look on Marlowe’s face when we were dancing around the Witch’s Tree. It bothers him that we had to do the dance several times before I got it right.

What a serious jerk. Can he cut me any slack? Offer any grace? Doubtful. I’ll have to take a page from his book and treat him in kind like I did last night.

Brooks switches the direction of his right hand so that both hands are pressed palm to palm, fingers facing forward. Then he moves his left hand so that those fingers are pointing up.

Um. I struggle over the movements long after the others have already gotten it.

Lo reaches up and jerks his mask down.

“Are you kidding me?” he breathes, and I close my eyes in frustration.

“I didn’t know there’d be choreography involved,” I grind out, and Marlowe laughs. I open my eyes to see him shaking his head, hands on his leather-bound hips. There are lines on his body that disappear into those pants that no human man should have. Those are fake. Those are Photoshopped. AI generated. They’re ... he’s not a man, but a witch.

“There’s always choreography involved. Christ, let’s just bite her.” Marlowe grabs me by the back of the neck and drags me to him the way he did during the ritual. My chest hits his, bone collars tangling. One of my nipples is brushing his bare skin, the other blocked by a bat skull on his necklace.

He bends low, forcing his mouth over mine. Breaking my lips open with his tongue.

Wouldn’t kiss me last night, but he’ll kiss me for a spell. His teeth pierce my lower lip, and I cry out into his mouth. My response is to bite his tongue again, spiking tension through both our bodies. He kisses me until there’s blood mixed between us, drawing away with his hand still pressed hot and heavy against the back of my neck.

Red marbles his swollen mouth, smearing when he runs his forearm across it. Marlowe leans over and spits blood into the fire.

There’s entirely too much spitting involved in being a witch.

“I’m going to spit our fucking loads into your mouth.”

Our gazes connect, and I know he knows that I’m thinking about that again. I hate the smile he gives me in response.

Tanner’s hand grabs my upper arm and turns me around. He isn’t happy, not at all. Jealous? His hands fall to the narrow curve of my waist, thumbs brushing over my rib cage on either side. I grab onto the waistband of his pants, fingers slipping between leather and skin.

He brings himself down to my level, pressing his lips against the corner of my mouth like I’m something precious. His tongue finds the wound that Marlowe left in my lower lip, and then he seals his mouth to mine. He’s already bleeding when he kisses me, iron on both our tongues.

Sex and blood for magic. Fair trade.

Tanner turns suddenly, spitting our blood into the flames. Spell done. Then he’s back and kissing me again, threading his fingers into my hair as he puts both possession and obsession into my mouth with his tongue. He holds me to him, proving that this is about more than magic for him.

He’d kiss me for free.

My body blooms under his warm mouth, unfolding petals of desire. My toes curl in my boots. I’m leaning into him, sliding my right hand over to the ties on his pants so that I can—

Tanner takes my wrists and moves them away from his body, stepping back with the knowledge of what he’s done to me written all over his face. Half-cocked smile. A knowing wink. He would kiss me for free, but he won’t. Not until I ask for it.

This son of a bitch.

My Tanner fixation is interrupted by skillful fingers skimming my face, my chin captured by a hand painted with antlers and bats and eyes.

Brooks’ turn.

My attention shifts to him, blurring the other two men at the edges.

Brooks McDowell is a commanding presence, something solid and heavy in the room. Something hot. And not just because of his association with fire. It’s in his eyes, that calculated observation and ruthless follow-up. There’s nothing that Brooks can’t do because there’s nothing that Brooks won’t do.

To escape the woods, he damned us all.

One man, the altar of our collective sins.

He draws my bottom lip down with his thumb, smearing it with crimson. His eyes are on my mouth. Two envy green. Six bloodred. My fingers find that stripe of black in the front of his hair, stroking it back and digging into the dark underneath. It’s a thrill to touch him like this, with the spell as an excuse.

Brooks doesn’t kiss me.

He bites his bloody thumb, mixing our fluids together. Sucks it off. Spits into the makeshift cauldron.

“The kiss isn’t an optional part of the spell,” he assures me, like I had some expression he felt needed reassuring. The leader of our coven cradles my face in one hand, capturing my entire soul with his mouth.

I’ve never been kissed like this, not by anyone.

My eyes are open the whole time, but his are closed. He opens them slowly, like he can sense me looking at him. Just his own eyes this time, leaving all the ones on his hat closed. His tongue breaks down my barriers in a way that disturbs me, and he knows it.

I see all of my future plans in that verdant gaze, and it terrifies me.

His kiss is worse than Marlowe’s. Worse than Tanner’s. It’s a silent, omnipotent demand.

When he draws away from me, I feel myself drifting forward.

Brooks puts an embarrassing hand on my shoulder to hold me in place, and then kicks over the pot with the fire burning in it. I whirl around, but it doesn’t catch the carpet underneath. Instead, the embers die down to dust, and I watch with parted lips as it swirls across the floor and settles.

“We need more than one broom,” Brooks directs, but he walks over to the wall and picks up the green plastic broom that I bought at the grocery store. He opens the front door, uncaring that there are people standing there with their phones out.

As soon as they see him, they go nuts.

He ignores them, sweeping the dust outside and onto the porch at their feet.

All of the intruders pause at once. Some of them look at each other, like they’re confused, but in the end, after some mumbled apologies and shrugs, they take off down the steps. A few seconds later, the rest of the people disappear from the front lawn and the driveway and the sidewalk.

Brooks does the same at the back door, sweeping more of the ash outside until there’s nobody around that shouldn’t be there. With both doors closed and locked once more, he turns to face me in the kitchen.

“Next time, keep the sex in the spell.” Marlowe is holding his mask and looking at me. “The choreography is less complicated if we supplement it with fucking.” He’s completely serious about this, too, as ridiculous as it sounds.

My lips tingle from their kisses, and I find myself looking over at Tanner. He smiles, but it only touches one side of his mouth.

“Look at that,” he says. “Brooks trying to be a gentleman by leaving the sex out.”

“That wasn’t my intention at all.” Brooks puts the broom in the corner beside the fridge.

“To leave the sex out?” I clarify, and he gives a small, soft laugh in response.

“To be a gentleman.” Brooks turns to me, putting his hands on his hips. “I used the were-rabbit’s bones and some of the items I brought from the Witchwoods to speed the spell up. Can’t get it up with a bunch of trespassers on my property.”

Somehow I don’t believe that.

“Your property, huh?” Do I sound salty? Because I am.

We lock gazes.

“Our property,” he corrects, and my blood boils.

“Keep the sex in the spells,” I tell him, returning his raised brow with a neutral expression of my own. “And then get ready to go. I’m taking you guys to buy some work clothes.”

“Work clothes?” Tanner clarifies, putting his hands on the kitchen table and leaning on them until his face is a little closer to my level. Nothing stays viral for long. This will go away soon. I’m sure that it will.

The Witchwood Boys won’t be trending for long.

“Since none of you have ever asked, I own my own business. I paint old Victorian homes and replace any missing or broken details with custom woodwork. You’re all expensive to feed, and I have property taxes to pay. Electricity. Water. Gas. You’re not staying here for free; you’ll have to work hard.” I state the facts and then cross my arms, waiting for the ensuing argument.

“You think an eight-hour day of painting houses is hard work?” Marlowe laughs, and the sound is ridiculously throaty. I shiver. “We survived on work ethic alone. This is nothing.” He purses his lips at me again.

“Don’t worry about money,” Brooks tells me breezily. “We’ll take care of it. But if you own a business, that’s even better. People can believe that we earn it all from there.” He opens the back door as I furrow my brows at him.

When he comes back inside and dumps a pile of leaves on the table, I’m really confused.

“Do you have cash on you?” he asks.

“Just my debit card,” I admit, and it’s Brooks’ turn to furrow his brow.

“Debit card?” he says, and I remember yet again that he’s from 1955. Women weren’t allowed to have their own bank accounts in his time period. He probably doesn’t know what a debit card is either. “You don’t have any cash?”

“No, I don’t. What do we need cash for?” I retort, getting a lot of joy out of withholding basic explanations. He does the same to me, doesn’t tell me when a spell involves having three men run a train on me. He doesn’t get to know about modern society unless he pries it out of me.

“To transmogrify these leaves into cash,” Brooks explains, and my eyes go wide.

“We can ... money actually grows on trees for witches?” I turn to Tanner, and he laughs.

“The bills change back into leaves about two days later, but yeah, we can do that.” He picks up a leaf and studies it, shifting his blue eyes over to me. “Are ATMs still around nowadays?”


[image: ]

Kate

We change clothes and hop into the truck together. I keep the keys with me because I’m the only one that knows where we’re going. Marlowe complains, but I ignore him because I’m studying the sidewalks and streets looking for reporters or influencers or busybodies.

Even without the guys around, I might’ve been swarmed. It isn’t common for someone to go missing in the Witchwoods that actually comes back. In fact, it’s never happened before. Fifty-five victims, and I’m the first. Well, me and the men are the first.

There’s a massive search effort going on in the McKay Community Forest as the county searches desperately for the missing police officer. I imagine the only reason I haven’t been questioned yet is because of the spells we’ve been working.

“God, I hope nobody else puts their hand in the tree ...” I trail off and glance over at Tanner. He’s got the window rolled down, his muscular arm stretched across the length of it. His ink is moving again, and I’m just glad that nobody else can see the supernatural shit. “Do you know what’s in there anyway, what the thing is that touches back?”

Cold fingers, almost like something dead and stiff with rigor. The smell of wet earth edged with decay. That weird grumbling when the guys poured the potion into the hole.

I shake my head. That’s what it felt like.

“Have no clue,” Tanner admits, drumming his fingers on the door and watching the houses as we drive down one of the forest-lined streets that lead to the main part of town. It’s a bit cool outside, but the sun itself is hot.

I still want to take them to the ocean. I huff out a breath.

“Why don’t we get as close as we can to the tree and try the spell? Isn’t it like, an area of effect spell or something?” I imagine a dome shape going up around these spells that we cast, affecting everything inside of it. The one from this morning certainly works that way.

As we drive, I see cars pause and reverse when they hit an imaginary line. People stop walking on the sidewalk and turn around, moving away from my house.

“We could cast another spell like we did this morning,” Brooks admits, “but we’ll need to do it in the woods where the police are working. Is there a chance we’d be detained beforehand?”

I consider that. At least he’s asking my opinion. I appreciate it.

“They’re not going to let us go in there—especially not shirtless and dressed in leather pants.” I sigh and rub at my forehead with one hand, leaving the other casually thrown over the wheel. “It’s probably best we don’t do that anyway. People will wonder why the cops are walking the edge of a magic circle surrounding the tree. It’ll make the legend more enticing rather than less.”

I drive us to a really nice secondhand boutique as the men study their new world through the windows. They’re taking things much better than I would have.

“Used clothes?” Marlowe asks when we pull into the parking lot, and I remember how nice his parents’ house was. They aren’t wealthy, but they definitely had enough money for new clothes back in his day.

“Sorry, did you want to go to Hot Topic?” I tease, climbing out of the car and heading inside.

“No, bitch.” He picks at his shirt—my shirt—and pinches the fabric with his nails, shaking it at me. “I’ll just keep wearing your clothes.”

“Pick something out or I’ll pick it for you,” I warn him, but he only laughs at me.

“Pick out whatever you want. Can’t make me fucking wear it.” Marlowe’s smirk is sharp as he moves across the parking lot like a thundercloud. Tanner is his opposite, sunshine and sky, hands in his pockets and eyes on me.

“She can’t, but I can. Knock it off or you’ll be sorry to see what I put you in.” Brooks smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. His lips make the proper shape, but the rest of his face stays disturbingly neutral. He’s as coldly neutral as those woods.

Lo’s scowl is legendary as he shoves his way into the store, seemingly unconcerned with whether I follow or not. Grandstanding idiot. He’s as aware of my proximity as I am of his. We all are. I briefly consider running for the truck and leaving them all there, but I know they’d find their way back to me.

The other two enter the store with me, pausing to take it all in. The boutique is cute on the inside, second hand but trendy. Pink walls. A chandelier. There are plenty of people our age in here. Some high school kids. An older woman trying on boots.

Brooks heads down the aisle like he knows where he’s going. Tanner whistles and hits a rack in the front with a sign on top that reads Truly Vintage Gems. I decide to stick with him. Hands down he’ll be the most fun to shop with.

He pulls out a jacket and lifts it up. It’s black and white flannel with a zipper that extends to the center of the chest and a popped fucking collar. It’s red on the inside, and the man grins like it’s Christmas in July.

Then he checks the price tag and does a double-take.

“Three bucks?” Even with inflation and all that, Tanner says the number like it’s a ridiculously low amount.

“Yeah, because it’s an old, used jacket from the eighties,” I say, and I feel my lips tip up into a smile. Tanner notices and smirks back at me, taking the garment off the hanger and then yanking it over his head.

The move messes up that gold-and-black hair of his, leaving it tousled and mussed. Women stare as they walk by, and I feel my body flush with a strange heat.

“This old, used jacket used to be my dream jacket in high school. I wanted one so damn badly that I stole it. My dad beat my ass until I couldn’t stand, and then he set it on fire. I’m buying this.” He flicks a finger against the collar, but even though it should look stupid, it doesn’t.

He pulls it off. It looks trendy.

Tanner removes the jacket and I reach out my arm automatically to take it, so that he can keep looking through the racks. He hesitates before he hands it to me, and he looks confused as hell about it, too.

“Your dad sounds like a dick. You’ll be happy to know that he died in a motorcycle accident about three years after you went missing.” I pause, wondering if I’ve said too much. Tanner told me he didn’t want to know. Crap.

“So there’s some justice in the universe after all?” he remarks, finding a shirt that was someone’s lazy Halloween costume once-upon-a-time. It reads I’m a Modern-Day Witch on the front, white text over black. Tanner picks it up and then reaches over his shoulder to snag a handful of his own shirt. He tears it off right there in the middle of the store, tosses it to me, and slips into the new one.

It fits like a glove, and people are really staring now. Filming us, too, I’m sure.

Stupid thirst trap witch men.

“Sir, would you like me to open a dressing room for you?” a girl asks, and Tanner flicks his gaze to her. She blushes and smiles at him in a way that makes my stomach twist.

“Why the hell not?” he says, looking back at me. “I wasn’t about to take my goddamn jeans off in front of other women. My cock belongs to you, kitten.”

“Get away from me,” I grumble, but I love that he’s laughing about it, collecting shirts and pants and jackets like he’s enjoying himself. I knew he’d be the most fun.

Brooks reappears while I’m waiting outside the dressing room curtain for Tanner. He has two pairs of jeans, three shirts, a wool peacoat, and some overalls slung over his arm.

“Got what I needed,” he says, dumping the items into a chair and then putting his hands on his hips, thumbs tucked under the waistband of his borrowed Humboldt Honeys sweatpants. “Are we almost done here? Clothes aren’t all that important to me.”

“Yeah, well, going out in public without making this viral shit worse is important to me. You’ll attract less attention if you’re not dressed in sweatpants, witch hats, and attitude problems.” I study the items he’s picked out with annoyance. “You’ll need more than this, won’t you? How about underwear? They sell it brand-new near the front counter.”

“I don’t wear underwear,” Brooks replies, voice smooth and breezy. When I turn to look at him, he’s watching the curtain, too, canting his gaze over to me only when I continue to stare. “I’m fine with this.”

“You should try it on,” I continue, and he wets his lips.

“You’re a bossy little shit, you know that?” he replies, and he doesn’t move from that spot. “If you want me to try it on, then make me. I told you: challenge me if you want. I’ll treat you with respect even while I kick your ass.”

“God, fine then. Take home too-small pants, you pompous jerk.” I step away from him as Tanner comes out of the curtain, wearing an outfit that I picked out for him. Black henley over some newer jeans, a pair of boots without bones dangling off the laces.

He looks good. Really good. I swallow as I study the shape of his pecs beneath the fabric.

“Let’s get that,” I blurt, and Tanner walks up to me, smug and knowing.

“Unless you tell me why you want me to buy this shit, we’re not taking any of it home.” He circles around me and waits, but I refuse to break my silence. “Your loss, Kate.” He returns to the dressing room with a shake of his head and changes into a new outfit.

I see Marlowe emerge from another room, tossing his items on a second chair.

“Ready.” He crosses his arms and doesn’t look at me, watching shoppers come and go like he’s looking for faces he might know. Eureka isn’t a small town per se, but it’s definitely common to run into familiar people. He has more items than Brooks, and it’s clear that he tried them on.

Good boy.

Tanner reemerges in another jacket, a cream one with red and white stripes on the ends of the sleeves and at the collar. It reads USA 1988 Team with the symbol for the Olympics in the top left corner.

“How about this?” he asks me, but I check the price tag and cringe.

“It’s eighty-five bucks. No.” I’m shaking my head, but Tanner only laughs at me again.

“We’ll see about that.”

Once he’s dressed in the clothes he came in, he lifts up the massive stack of items that he’s picked for himself and heads for the register. As the employee rings it all up, I notice the Olympics jacket and give him a look.

“Don’t worry so much, kitten,” he tells me, waiting until the items have been rung up and the grand total—over a thousand bucks?!—is on the screen. Tanner bends down and retrieves a dried flower from the laces of his boots. He crumples it into his hands and tosses it at the employee’s face.

She blinks a few times, hits a button on the cash register, and hands us a receipt.

“Thank you for coming in today,” she tells us, already turning to the next customer in line.

That person looks as confused as I am, but doesn’t say anything. Lovely.

It doesn’t sit right with me, but ... I leave two hundred bucks in a donation box at the front of the store and call my karma even.

“You guys don’t know how to exist without using magic for everything, do you?” I ask, and it’s Tanner who turns to look at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“Why the fuck would we do anything without it?” he replies, clearly baffled. “Kitten, you need to get this shit through your head. This isn’t a vacation or a reprieve from daily life. This is daily life now. You, us, a coven, spells. That’s it, baby girl.”

I don’t even reply to that, climbing into the truck and closing my door.

What could we do for something quick to eat? I remember almost immediately that Fresh Freeze, the drive-in diner in Old Town, has been here since 1951. It’s a place to take them that we all could’ve eaten at in our own time periods.

Brooks makes an odd sound when we pull into the parking lot, somewhere between a disbelieving scoff and a laugh.

“Holy shit, this place is still here?” he asks as we get out, and I make sure to order and pay with real money before Tanner can take over at the register.

Sitting outside in the sun, we wait for our burgers and fries and shakes, watching cars drive down the one-way street between us and the fabric store.

A purple bat flutters across the parking lot, one with six eyes that I’d probably peg for having rabies if it hadn’t come from the Witchwoods.

“Fuck,” I breathe, but at least only the men and I can see it.

It’s just the first of many. That one bat leads the way for dozens more. Orange ones with black eyes. Black ones with purple eyes. Purple ones with red eyes.

“So the gate is fucked for sure,” Marlowe says, speaking up finally. He sits back and shoves the long sleeves of his new shirt up his arms. I can’t help but notice the curves of his biceps. Can’t help but think about him grinding his hips into me. “And you know that even if people can’t see this shit, they can still be killed by it. What a pain in the ass.”

“Yeah, this isn’t ideal,” Brooks admits, taking off his hat. I convinced them not to wear their hats in the clothing store, but we’re back at it again. I’ve got mine on, too, covered in charms but lacking the, uh, more advanced features of the mens’ hats. Eyes. Ears. A big-ass sunflower with bees swarming lazily above. The flower is so heavy that it drags the brim of Marlowe’s hat down over his left eye. “It’s only a matter of time before people start dying.” A pause. “Or being eaten.”

“So long as the Hag Wytch stays on her side of the gate, we can deal with some plague-bats.” Tanner flattens his wolf ears and sighs, leaning back on the bench seat and studying the vintage toy cars in the diner’s front window.

“Plague-bats?” I inquire politely, trying to ignore the glittering trails of miasma that the bats leave in their wake. It smells like patchouli, coating my skin in a powder that tingles. I’m starting to wonder if I shouldn’t run for the nearest garden hose to wash it off.

“Eh, they’re only dangerous if you eat 'em. Don’t stress.” Tanner stands up and grabs the order from the window when our number is called. He comes back with two huge brown bags, grease already staining the paper.

My mouth waters.

“Where are we eating this?” he asks as Brooks grabs the drink container with the shakes while Marlowe and I do nothing. Seems fitting somehow, like there’s a hierarchy here. I’m the least responsible for any of this bullshit, and so I’m expected to do slightly less work.

“Get in,” I tell them, gesturing at the truck with my chin—and then I realize I don’t have my keys anymore.

Marlowe steals my spot behind the wheel and sits there, waiting.

With a sigh, I climb into the front seat and decide to introduce the guys to Google Maps.

“In your day, what was it that you used to navigate, Lo? Printed directions from MapQuest?” I needle, referencing the direction website from the early 2000s. It’s still around, I think.

“Nice try. Miriam and I had a Garmin.” Marlowe starts the truck as the other two men consume all of the oxygen and space in the back seat. Miriam. Yet another issue we need to sort out. “So, where are we off to, smart-ass?”

“You’ll just have to wait and find out,” I retort, and maybe I’m flirting more than I’m picking at him.

He studies me with starless black eyes, two moonless nights trapped in his mean face.

“Your ex better not be there this time,” he grumbles, pulling out of the space and following the directions on my phone to the beach.

They don’t deserve to see the ocean, but I’m taking them anyway.

I can’t resist.
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“You could’ve just said Clam Beach, and I’d have found my way here all on my own.” Marlowe gets out of the truck and slams the door before I can respond.

The four of us end up on an old log in the sand, eating our mostly-warm food with an unobstructed view of the water. Humboldt County is different than other places. Yes, it’s in California. Sure, it’s on the water, but this isn’t really a beach.

This is a coast.

It’s cold and frothy and oftentimes pretty deadly, too. Not much swimming goes on here, maybe just a short walk in bare feet, waves licking at ankles with foam. There are undertows and strong currents and very few people around most of the time. It’s not unusual to have the whole beach to yourself, like we do now.

“This hasn’t changed,” Brooks says, and there’s a strange relief in his voice. “It’s nice to know that not everything I grew up with is gone. There are pieces of it here and there. I’ve noticed a lot of the kids using our slang.” His mouth twitches. He acts like he’s decades older than the rest of us even though he’s only four years older than I am.

“The kids?” I say dryly, but he’s too happy about the beach to care that I’m teasing him.

“You took me to two places that haven’t changed today, North. You did good.” He looks over at me with the eyes on his hat, but I ignore him. “Goddamn, you’re a brat,” he murmurs, unwrapping his burger and taking a bite. “Should spank you again. That’d teach ya.”

“Fuck you, Brooks,” I say as nicely as possible, my lips quirking at the edges. Now that we’re not trapped in the Witchwoods, I have the time and space to get to know my coven, see if they’re worth my time. And to forgive them for what they did to me.

Or not.

Marlowe ignores us all, sucking on the straw of his shake as he gazes intently at the horizon. Forgiving Brooks and Tanner I can do, but him? It’s unlikely.

I rub my palms on the legs of my jeans before kicking off my shoes and standing up. I stare down at the denim and wonder why I didn’t think to wear shorts instead. Damn it. I wet my lips and look up to see Tanner standing there, the wind tousling his hair.

He looks askance at me, and I smile, reaching down to flick the button on my jeans. As he watches, I push them down and take them off. Now I’m on a public beach wearing black panties that look close enough to swimsuit bottoms that I don’t care.

Besides, the chance of someone else showing up here when the wind’s this cold and biting? Not likely. I’ll take the risk to play in the water.

“How long has it been since you touched the ocean?” I ask, even though I’ve already done the math in my head.

“More than a year,” Tanner says, and he turns his own head to look at it. When we were in the woods, he acted like he didn’t particularly care if we escaped or not. Now, it seems like he’s pretty fucking happy we did. “More than a year since I touched the ocean—and since I touched a woman.”

Uh-huh. I walked right into that one.

“Tonight, we should look at the moon. I bet you haven’t seen that in a while either.” I step into the water and shiver, wrapping my arms around myself. Tanner appears behind me, putting that stupid Olympics jacket over my shoulders.

It looks stupid good on him; he looks like a pop star.

“Thanks.” I tuck the jacket around myself and try to ignore the way he’s looking at me as he toes off his own shoes.

“Are you having fun showing us around?” Tanner challenges, but I can’t deny it. Seems pretty obvious that I’m getting a kick out of making them watch my movies, listen to my music, live my life with me the way I like to live it.

But it’s so much more fun this way.

“I am. Wouldn’t you, if you were the host to three handsome witch men?” I grin at that, and Tanner, that bastard, he smiles back. There’s a sharpness to his expression that he hides well. If I tried to run away from him, he’d chase me and throw me over his shoulder. But as long as I stay close to him, he’s nice to me. Treats me well.

That’s ... problematic, isn’t it? This coven stuff is intense. I was panicking at the cafe when I thought they’d left me. I’m a rational, sane human being, and yet I knew what I was doing during that ritual.

Making promises. Sealing those promises with sacrifice, blood, and sex.

“I do better with one love interest,” he explains, and then his smile becomes a blade. “But I am proud of you for admitting that you find me attractive. Sex for the ritual, fine. Pretend you didn’t like that. But the next morning?” He laughs at me as he splashes some water in my direction.

I gasp as the icy droplets hit the most overheated spot on my entire body. Now that I’ve taken my pants off, I think that maybe I was being too forward. These panties do not feel like swimsuit bottoms, not with as turned-on as I am.

“You committed to me at first sight. Forgive me for thinking that maybe you’d have just committed to any woman that stumbled into the Witchwoods. I want to be ... chosen by somebody. Sorry, Tanner.” I turn away from him, but he grabs onto my arm with hot fingers. Since I only have his jacket tied around my shoulders, my arms are bare, and the clash of his flesh against mine is agonizing.

“We didn’t pick each other, but we made vows in the woods.” He’s licking his bottom lip in a way that makes it hard to concentrate. Pretty sure he’s doing it subconsciously while he thinks over his words, but it’s as distracting as the touch of his fingers on my arm. “Why not throw it all in and see if it works? If it doesn’t, if you’re as awful as Brooks and Marlowe”—Tanner pauses to smile again—“then we’ll worry about that when it comes. What if it just so happened that we ended up liking each other? Tell me what the worst case scenario is, Kate.”

“That I get used to having you around, and then you leave,” I admit, and then curse myself for saying all of that out loud. Tanner’s expression turns a little and he steps forward, putting his arms around me.

I’m so surprised by the action that I just stand there.

“If you tell me who hurt you,” he murmurs against my hair, “then I’ll fucking kill them. There are all sorts of spells to suck the air out of someone’s lungs and leave them to suffocate. I can take care of anybody you want and never serve time for it.”

“Oh my God,” I choke out, and even though Tanner laughs, I can tell he’s serious.

“Was it Nathan?” he asks, leaning back from me and furrowing his brow. “I didn’t think you gave a damn whether that douchebag lived or died.”

“He’s my childhood friend,” I murmur, somehow leaning into the heat of Tanner’s chest. It’s as pleasant as I imagined it might be. He feels solid, and he smells amazing, like pine and vanilla and salt. The ocean licks at our bare feet and ankles, cool splashes to dull some of our heat.

“Sure, and I’m some guy that you met four days ago and you already like me better. Maybe think about that for a minute.” Tanner chuckles and strokes his fingers through my hair. I shiver at the foreign touch. That, and the knowledge that Nathan never once held me like this.

“Nathan was pretty shitty, huh?” I ask, but Tanner snorts in response.

“What you were supposed to get out of that was how great I am. But take it how you want. Should I murder this guy?”

A flock of birds lands on the sand near us, and it takes me a minute to realize that they’re from the Witchwoods. Crows. A whole murder of crows like Ebon. Six eyes, sharp beaks, teeth.

“Were-crows?” I ask, pulling back slightly. The wind ruffles Tanner’s jacket, and I clutch at it to keep it from blowing away.

“Aw, you’re getting so good at this,” he says, taking my chin and turning my attention away from them. His eyes sparkle. “So, it’s clothes shopping and the drive-in and the beach today. What does tomorrow look like?”

“We have a new job to start. We’re painting the Pink Lady.” I figure since it was built in the late eighteen-hundreds, all three of them should know where it is and what it looks like.

“Yeah? I bet there are spells we could use to speed the work along.” Tanner makes a painting motion with his hand. “Something to keep the rollers and brushes going without us.”

“Only if there’s also a spell that hides those self-painting brushes from other people,” I tell him, but he nods like he already knew that. My attention catches on the side of his neck, and there’s an urge in me to just do as he’s asking.

I could kiss him right now, and he’d respond like a lover and not a stranger.

“We’ll watch the moon from the back deck tonight. It won’t be much more than a sliver, but any bit of moonlight is better than another moonless one.” I snatch my pants off the log where I left them and shimmy back into the fabric.

I take a seat and ignore both Brooks and Marlowe for the time being.

My attention is on Tanner, standing in the water and facing, not the perfect view, but me. He’s a silhouette of shadow between the sea and the sand. I squint, but I can’t see his eyes. Doesn’t matter.

I know I’m being watched.

I dig into my food and try not to let my worry over Detective Gilley, the Witch’s Tree, and social media get to me.

If it weren’t for those things ... this day is one of the best I’ve had in years.
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We check the Witch’s Tree again, but the media circus is only growing.

“We’re going to have to do something stupid and risky,” Brooks murmurs, staring out the window of the truck. Somehow, he’s driving and learning a lot of lessons about modern traffic really fast. “Let me work on this for a little bit.”

He asks for pen and paper when we get back to the house, but I elect to show him how to use a laptop.

“Christ, you people can’t even write anymore? I came home to an illiterate society of technology zombies.” He kicks out the dining chair across from him and then props his ankles on it. “Get me a pen and paper, North, or I’ll tear your house apart looking for some.”

“I am not illiterate,” I snap at him, but I yank out a yellow legal pad and a Sharpie, tossing them at him. Brooks doesn’t try to catch them, just lets them hit the table. The pen rolls, but when it might’ve fallen off, he lifts a finger into the air and it starts to float. With a swish of that same finger, he sends the pen to the paper, pulls the cap off, and starts writing.

All of this while leaning back in his chair like an asshole, arms crossed over his chest, expression contemplative. The big eye on his hat studies the paper while Brooks fixes his own gaze on the tabletop.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go back to the Witchwoods?” I joke when he ignores me, buried in his thoughts. In the car on the way home, Tanner told me that all the books in their cottage were written by either Brooks or his mentor. He knows how to make new spells up from scratch, not just how to cast ones that have already been discovered.

I’m almost impressed.

I look down at the page as the Sharpie squeaks across the surface, transcribing a bunch of random notes in cursive that I don’t know anything about.

-foreboding?

-disinterest?

-fear?

This last one is circled, and then Brooks goes on writing about items that I assume are spell ingredients.

-a live spider

-plenty of web

-chili peppers

-morel mushrooms

-an animal heart

-semen

Some of them I can definitely find, but it’ll take work. Morel mushrooms, for example. We could probably get those at the farmer’s market, but if not there, then online. Would a pack of chicken hearts from the grocery store work for an animal heart? Does Tanner need to kill something fresh?

“Semen?” I ask dryly, and Brooks lifts his gaze up to mine.

“There’s usually semen involved,” he tells me, unashamed, and I sigh.

“Yeah, semen and spit.” He laughs at me as I take Flick into the backyard like I always do, throw the ball for him a little. Now that the guys have decided I’m not a massive flight risk, they’ll allow themselves to be in separate rooms for about three or four seconds before they chase after me.

Marlowe brings my laptop outside and sits there, doing whatever it is that he’s doing. Probably looking up his ex-girlfriend. God, I hope not. Even when I go back inside, he stays, and I end up with Brooks and Tanner at the table.

“An invisibility spell, huh?” Tanner says, putting his elbow on the wood surface. “I like the idea. Is this to get past the searchers and the cops?”

“We can brew and prepare it ahead of time, and then perform a fear spell at the base of the tree without worrying about interruption. After that ... we might have to try and seal it.” Brooks seems calm, but his pupils have dilated more than a human’s normally would. The Sharpie starts scribbling furiously on the page.

“Sealing it is ... difficult?” I ask, trying to figure this out as I go.

“I don’t know how to seal it,” Brooks admits, shrugging his massive shoulders. He looks down at me and then reaches up, poking his finger against my cheek. I had my tongue pressed against the inside, pushing against it. One of my nervous fidgets. Did he just touch me casually? “I can figure it out, but it’ll take me some time.”

“So we cast the fear spell in the meantime?” I ask, wondering what sort of magic a live spider, some mushrooms, and a bucket load of semen might conjure up.

“With you in the coven, it’ll be so strong that a detective on the scene will shit his pants.” Tanner chuckles and shakes his head, canting his blue-gray eyes down to mine. He’s talking like he knows about this spell, like he’s done it before.

“When did you ever have a chance to try a spell of fear?” I ask, narrowing my eyes in suspicion. “There aren’t any other people in the Witchwoods but for you guys.”

“You think it only works on people? That’s cute.” But Tanner smirks at me like maybe he isn’t joking, like he truly means that. “Also, you keep saying that there are no people, but there were a few people, here and there and from time to time.” He looks at Brooks, as if wondering how much he should say.

“Let me guess: if they weren’t eligible to join your coven, you left them to die?” I believe it when I say it. These guys are ruthless.

“Those who behaved were allowed to stay in the house so long as they followed the rules. The rest ... a spell of fear to keep them away from the door so they wouldn’t draw the Hag to it.” Brooks sits up and takes the Sharpie in his own hand, pausing its otherworldly writing. He scratches some notes and when Tanner looks over, he seems to have an opinion on it, too.

“Anytime something needs to be closed ...?” he ventures, tapping a finger on the table’s surface. He doesn’t finish the sentence, but Brooks nods and scratches down another note.

“Yep. Eyeballs or eyelid skin works perfectly.” Brooks does not in any way sound like he’s trying to crack a joke.

They start spitballing ideas that I have no hope of keeping up with—corpse bones and frog tongues and gull feet—so I order some groceries to be delivered and try not to grin at their confused expressions when I answer the door and bring the bags in.

“Ah, the grocer still delivers? Good to know.” Brooks returns to his spell notes as Tanner pushes out his lower lip in thought. “How about the milkman?” Green eyes lift to my face. Okay, now that was definitely a joke.

“You guys deal with spell ingredients, and I’ll take care of the practical stuff.” I put all of the items on the counter and then look everything over, deciding what to make. When I put an apron on, Tanner whistles, and I roll my eyes. “Don’t get used to me cooking. It’s not my thing.”

“As I said,” Brooks interrupts, appearing like a fast-moving mountain on my right side. He picks up an apple and takes a bite out of it. I could suggest he wash it first, but ... he doesn’t seem like the fruit-washing type. “It is my thing. On a different day, I have no problem with it.” He returns to the table with Tanner while I whip up some spaghetti.

It’s probably mediocre at best, but Tanner groans when I put the plate down in front of him. His eyes shine as he looks up at me, and I think about our interaction on the beach.

“I had dreams about spaghetti when I was in the woods,” he admits, and then he digs in like he’s starving. Brooks thanks me and does the same, but when it comes to Marlowe ... He stares at the plate in my outstretched hand like it’s poison.

“You’re not hungry?” I ask when he doesn’t take it. After a few seconds of awkward silence, I huff out a breath, ruffling my orange and black hair on the exhale. “Fine. Starve to death. I don’t fucking care.”

I start to move away, but Marlowe’s hand latches onto my wrist to keep me in place. He stands up and then forcefully extracts my tense fingers from the side of the plate. I could just let go, but I’m mesmerized by the way his fingers move over mine.

“I’ll cook tomorrow,” he says in lieu of a thank you. It’s as close as I’m going to get, so I leave him on the deck while I prepare my own plate.

“While you’re eating,” Brooks tells me, handing over a sheaf of papers. When I reach to grab them with my free hand, our fingers entwine, sparking my memory. That kiss was insane, wasn’t it? Like an unspoken command. The smaller eyes on his hat flick open, amplifying the energy of his attention.

“Shit.” I draw away, but Brooks just chuckles, like he thinks I’m cursing for a different reason than the one I actually am.

“Don’t worry, North. I didn’t make that deal,” he repeats, and my mind flashes back to the image of him tossing me over a chair and spanking me. Sure, he’s telling me that just because we’re touching, that doesn’t mean he’s going to try and have his way with me.

He’s also telling me that he might have his way with me, even if I don’t initiate it by touching him.

I look up and there’s something in his face that’s a question mark, just like the shape drawn on the inside of my heart. Who are you, and how can we make this work?

I look down at the pages to see that Brooks has written out some spells.

Basics 101 - you can learn these in a day is scrawled across the top in cursive. Lucky for him that I can read it. I know that Tacy can’t. Nathan either. Stupid fucking Nathan. I’m trying not to think about him, but there’s just the tiniest sliver of hurt lodged in my chest, and I can’t seem to dig it out.

Spit is listed as the first spell ingredient in my hand, and I sigh.

So. Much. Spitting.

“Why is there so much saliva involved in witchcraft?” I grumble as I read the pages over and then fold them into a roll to tuck into my pocket. A paintbrush tumbles out and Flick helpfully retrieves it from the floor for me. I take it absently, put it back where it came from, and then snag a beer from the fridge. “Want some?” I ask the men, and they both nod so I toss a pair of cans over.

My heart contracts at the sight of them sitting at my table, eating dinner with me, drinking beer. It’s casual and fun and I don’t hate having them here, even if they’re dicks. Huge dicks, I think, and then my mind extrapolates them being gigantic pricks to having gigantic pricks.

“Saliva is involved because bodily fluids are always involved, and spit is much easier to harvest than bone marrow or blood or even cum.” Brooks doesn’t look at me when he says the word cum, but there’s an edge to his voice that has me prickling. “Memorize those by tomorrow. You’ll need the skills.”

Brooks and Tanner return to their conversation about sealing the Witch’s Tree, but I catch the latter’s gaze on my way out the back door. He isn’t going to let me forget anything that he said today, now is he?

I take a seat on the chair closest to Marlowe’s and while he slows his eating down, he doesn’t stop.

“Were you able to learn all of this in a day?” I ask after I’ve had two cans of beer, using the alcohol to dampen the dread I feel when I think about having a conversation with this man.

“I didn’t learn it for an entire month,” he replies without looking at me, slamming the lid of the laptop closed. Marlowe turns his dark eyes to me, and even though there’s a sad, broken person inside of there, I just can’t forgive him for what he’s done to me and how he behaves.

“Willful ignorance?” I clarify, and he shrugs a single shoulder. I purse my lips. “We need to go see Miriam,” I repeat, but Marlowe only shakes his head.

“You can take me to see Miriam when you have a spell that’ll tie me up and drag me there.” His lip quirks meanly. “We both know that you’ll never be able to best me in a physical fight.”

“Unless I stab you in the spine while your back is turned,” I explain, twirling my fork in the spaghetti and pretending like it’s Marlowe Waverley’s intestines instead. “Then I could twist the knife and really make sure you’re a goner.”

Marlowe scoops a huge bite of noodles into his mouth, his chewing slowing as he spots something in the woods. I turn to look and see a creature edging its way out of the shadows, like a very pretty, very small horse with clawed feet.

That’s ... unsettling.

It also has mouths on either side of its flanks.

Yes, mouths.

It has extra mouths—just like the Hag.

I look away and focus on Marlowe instead.

“Thank you for threatening to slit Nathan’s throat. He really is a pretentious douchebag sometimes. Overall, I think he’s a nice guy but ...”

“A nice guy who abandons his high school sweetheart?” he asks, but his eyes are a little too wide, and his lips stretch over the word sweetheart. It’s only from the corner of my eye, but I swear I see fangs on him again, like we had in the Witchwoods that night. Claws curling out of his fingers as they’re wrapped around his fork.

“You didn’t abandon Miriam,” I explain, because I know that’s what he’s thinking about. He thinks that he abandoned his high school sweetheart. “Not willingly. Nathan didn’t love me. At least, not like that. Never. Not once. I guess ... seeing as blase as he is about my return, he doesn’t love me as a friend either.”

“I wasn’t talking about Miriam. I was asking you a perfectly reasonable question. Is Nathan really a good guy? Why? Because he doesn’t threaten people with violence? Because he goes to college? Because he’s nice?” Marlowe laughs, finishing his spaghetti and standing up. “Then maybe ask yourself: why the fuck would you want a good guy to begin with? Villains fuck better anyway.”

“Is that what you are, Marlowe?” I call out without turning to watch him go. “A villain?”

“I’m certainly not a good guy,” he breathes and somehow, he’s right there at my ear. I whip around, but he stands up and spins away before I can figure out what to say.

Marlowe heads in and leaves me alone outside—for two seconds until Tanner comes out—to blink down at my plate in shock.

Villains ...

Tanner picks up a small, dead potted flytrap and carries it over to me, setting it on the arm of the wooden adirondack chair I’m relaxing in.

“See if you can bring this guy back to life.” He smiles down at me as he taps his finger against the side of the pot. I look up to find him watching me with that unnerving fixation of his. “And then see if you can get it to grab onto something for you, the way you did with the plant that snagged Brooks’ arm.”

He steals Marlowe’s chair, folds his arms behind his head and closes his eyes.

For the next couple of hours, I work at memorizing the spells on the papers that Brooks gave me.

At nine-fifteen, I manage to get the plant in the pot to perk up and grow.

And then, as the clouds shift and a sliver of silver moonlight is visible for the first time, I make that plant catch a mosquito in its fanged mouth. Venus flytraps might not come from the Witchwoods, but they look like they should.

“You did good,” Brooks tells me, voice rumbling and low. He claps his hands gently for me, and he’s glowing. Marlowe is sitting on the railing to his right while Tanner leans against it on his left. They’re all glowing. So am I. “You’re a good girl, North.”

“And you’re an asshole,” I whisper, but I’m excited nonetheless.

It’s just hit me that this is actually fucking happening.

I went into the Witchwoods and became a witch. The risk of getting trapped there was worth it. When I look at Tanner, I can see that he feels the same. Becoming a witch. Magic. A lover. It was all worth it to him, and he’s over it.

Maybe ... I can be, too.

Over it, I mean.

My eyes catch on the sky, and the men turn to see what I’m looking at.

“Oh.” That’s Marlowe. “The moon.”

The three of them were too busy watching me to notice the moon, a thing that doesn’t exist in the Witchwoods. Over there, every night is a dark one. Every day, too, it seems. We could all have sunshine together here, couldn’t we?

“I never thought to look at it before I entered the woods. Now that I know what it’s like to live without it, I’m going to pay attention.” Tanner’s words are soft, like the sound of the wind in the trees. I glance his way, but he isn’t looking at the moon anymore.

Ah.

I stand up and head upstairs for a minute to think.

For once, the men give me just enough room to breathe—that is, by stalking me quietly from the hallway.

It’s ... the little things, you know?
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Since Marlowe knows where the Pink Lady mansion is, I allow him to drive us there in the morning so that I can dig a little deeper on social media.

Not that I need to dig at all.

It’s not just the boys that are trending now, but the actual Witchwoods legend. People are heading here in droves and waiting around outside the police tape for a chance at the tree.

A young woman with a search dog went missing yesterday. The dog was found, but there’s no trace of her. When the dog was asked to follow the trail of his handler, he took them to the base of the Witch’s Tree.

This is fucking wild.

I flick to the next video only to find one of me and the boys at ... the ... fucking beach.

There’s the four of us sitting on the log wearing pointed hats. Me, taking off my goddamn pants. Tanner putting his arms around me in the surf while a murder of crows settles on the sand beside us and stares. I was not aware they were looking right at us. That’s disturbing—both the were-crows and the person filming the video.

These clout-chasing, view-farming influencer motherfuckers! That was a super private moment, something not meant to be shared.

I put the phone down and press the button on the side so that it goes dark.

Then I just stare out the window and try not to think about it at all.

“Can we cast a fuck off spell on our actual bodies?” I ask, gesturing at my overalls. A pair of braids hangs over either of my shoulders, and my pants pockets are bursting with fine brushes. With the little money my grandma left me, I invested in my business. There are hundreds of dollars in brushes on my person right now. I could kill a man with brushes.

“We can, but it requires a lot of fuck on,” Tanner says from directly behind me.

We should still do it, I think, but then my heart flies up into my throat as we round the corner and end up with a pink Queen Anne on our left, and a massive green Victorian mansion across the street. That one’s surrounded by a metal fence and a sign that reads Members Only.

The Carson Mansion was built by one of Northern California’s first lumber barons. The house across the street—that is, our jobsite—was built later, as a wedding gift for his son. Here it sits, more than a hundred years later, waiting for a fresh paint job.

I climb out onto the sidewalk and put my hands on my hips, staring up at the domed turret and the single-story gabled porch. The house is tall, pink and white and frosted like a cake. There are details upon details in the woodwork, and I can feel my mouth water at the chance to take this on.

While the house is still beautiful, the fog off the bay—which is only a few blocks over—brings salt and decay to color and paint. Houses here have to be repainted regularly to avoid looking drab, and to help block moisture.

I unclip Flick’s leash and let him out of the pickup, looking up at the house again with unabashed affection. All of my passions in one job. This is what I was meant to do.

“You look like you’re about to come,” Marlowe says, and he’s standing so close behind me that I feel the brush of his hips against me before he breezes past.

“I’d come faster with this house than I did with you,” I retort automatically, and he stops in the middle of the quiet street to stare at me. We’re both probably thinking about our night together in my bedroom, the oh-so romantic Numa Numa song playing in the background.

Marlowe summons this uncomfortable and guilty want inside of me.

He’s the one who violated me, but he’s also the one who’s holding onto his pain and hatred. He’s miserable. It’s not about forgiveness because I won’t ever forgive him for that, but I’d also rather be in a coven than not.

I’ve been using magic.

“It’s amusing that you keep pretending you didn’t like it.” Marlowe snorts and glances over his shoulder at the house and the middle-aged woman on the porch who’s waving frantically at us. She’s had her hair done since we last saw her, and her makeup is on point.

Marlowe stares down at me, but I meet his harsh look dead-on.

It was his turn in the bed last night, and he thrashes a lot. Makes a lot of noises. At one point, he grabbed me and used me as a pillow. I was going to wake him up, but then I saw the look on his face. Whatever was happening in his head was a struggle.

“I’ll keep pretending as long as you’re doing the same.” I keep walking, Tanner and Brooks following close behind me (and Flick following behind Tanner). As I move, strands of grass curl lovingly toward my ankles, and I stifle a small smile. Ebon circles above us, purple eyes flashing.

See? Magic.

“Good morning.” I greet the homeowner, Mrs. Madsen, as the men and I join her on the porch. I swear, it creaks under their weight. When I turn and catch a glimpse of a glowing purple sloth creature wrapped around one of the white support posts, I dutifully look away and try to forget about social media and the Witchwoods for three seconds.

Yes, Brooks transmogrified some cash last night, but it’s a spell that requires as much or more blood than a donation. Half a liter, at least. It’s not something that can be done every day. Magic, it seems, comes with pretty high costs.

We need this job to pay for the upkeep on these monster men; they eat like horses.

“Do I know you from somewhere?” Mrs. Madsen—who clearly doesn’t keep up with social media—asks Tanner. “Maybe a relative of yours? I was class of '83 at Eureka High.”

“Same,” Tanner replies with a grin, and Mrs. Madsen howls like that’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. It’s probably true. No, I’m sure that it is. It’s hard to equate this Tanner Skye with the man on the missing persons posters, but I remember that he graduated in 1983.

Wow.

The guy I’m into is from a whole different world, isn’t he?

“Why don’t you come with me and we’ll go over the details?” Mrs. Madsen steals Brooks, and I grin as I expect him to look back at me and inform Mrs. Madsen that I’m the boss and that he doesn’t know shit.

Doesn’t happen.

They go inside, and the front door slams behind them. When I break out of my shocked stupor and try to open it, I find that it’s locked.

“They locked us out?” I ask in disbelief, but then I see that Tanner is shaking his head and pointing at something inside the window. I walk over to get a better look and find a goddamn ghost floating on the other side.

Flick growls at it, and Ebon lands on the porch railing for a better look.

“What the fuck?” I scream, loud enough that it echoes around the brick-lined streets, sending a stray seagull flying off with a shriek of its own. “How ... ghosts? What?”

“From the Witchwoods,” Tanner explains with a shake of his head. “But they do work just like people think they do. Pick a house to anchor themselves to. Haunt it. She doesn’t need to be corporeal to be a pain in the ass.”

The ghost puts her palms to the window, but I turn away quickly. I don’t want to register that she looks like the youngest missing Witchwoods victim in Humboldt County history—seven-year-old Kim Wonders.

Motherfucker.

She has no eyes. I recall seeing something similar in the woods when I first crossed over. Yeah, definitely not the magical forest of my grandmother’s dreams.

“Is Mrs. Madsen in danger?” I ask, but Tanner only shrugs.

I wonder if this ghost really is that girl, or if it’s just playing tricks with me. It’s see-through and ethereal, and its tongue is entirely too long when it licks the glass on the other side of the window.

“No clue, kitten. Maybe?” Tanner leans against the porch railing as I flip the ghost off, starting down the porch steps. I’m going to head around to the backyard and try to go inside that way.

I’m not letting Brooks take over this job.

The front door opens before I get very far, and there he is, waiting for me. Something about the expression on his face undoes some of the knots inside of me. He’s deeply expressive, studying me like he’s willing to change his initial perception of me, but that it’s going to be hard.

Seems like we have the same values.

He’s going to have to work his ass off to make me like him.

“I’m just here to be muscle,” Brooks says, glancing over at Marlowe. He’s watching the ghost through the glass with his brow pinched in annoyance. “Come inside and talk shop, North.”

There’s an emphasis on the first two words of that sentence. Come inside. I swipe my hands on my overalls and continue in, leaving Tanner and Marlowe on the porch

“This ghost is going to make life hard for us. Let’s exorcise her.” I catch Marlowe’s words and Tanner’s bemused laugh before the door shuts again.

My eyes shift over to the ghost.

“Don’t,” Brooks tells me, putting his fingers on my chin and drawing my gaze to him, “look at it,” he finishes. He tells me not to look at it, but Brooks is certainly looking at me. He stands above me in the hazy shadows of the foyer, light from the stained-glass windows thrown across the old wood floors like spilled paint.

The ghost drifts away from us, through furniture, into a wall.

I hear glass break in the next room, and Mrs. Madsen curses.

“Were you this bossy before the Witchwoods? Or can we blame it on the harsh environment?” I ask, reaching up to put my fingers on his wrist. He lets me touch him, even lets me push my fingers down his arm to ruck the sleeve of his shirt up.

“Born this way, I’m sorry to say.” He doesn’t sound sorry. I imagine he wasn’t sorry about what he did to Tanner either, trapping him in the Witchwoods. Or Marlowe. Or me.

“You’re selfish,” I tell him, and he contemplates that for a few seconds before nodding.

“Yes,” he says, but there’s still zero apology in his voice or his expression. His gaze is on my mouth, but with some effort, he redirects his attention to my eyes. Brooks tightens his fingers on my chin and then leans down to kiss me. He hesitates just before he touches my lips, like he’s trying to see if I’ll run or protest. When I remain still and silent, he closes the distance.

Oh.

Being kissed by Brooks is a lot like standing in an old movie, something black-and-white and deeply romantic. His tongue pushes into my mouth and his big hand slides along the side of my neck, fingers tangling in my hair.

I learned this morning that he likes adding cinnamon to his coffee. That’s what he tastes like right now, spicy and full-bodied, like something to be consumed. No, something to be consumed by.

My lids flutter, and I lean in, putting my hands up to his chest and curling my fingers into his shirt. I might even be on my tiptoes, wearing paint-spattered overalls with a missing clasp while a ghost peers at us from the walls.

Just two witches kissing in a haunted old Victorian.

There’s a deep groaning sound, like the house is settling, but I tell myself it’s the ghost.

Brooks walks me back a few steps until my head is bumping the door. No, not the door, his hand. He’s slid it behind me to cushion the blow, but his hips press in close, and I know we’re being entirely inappropriate and unprofessional.

Then he ends the kiss and gives a soft, little laugh that has me opening my eyes. I can feel Brooks on every part of my body. His skin is hot, and the electric tingle of what I think might be magic passes between us. Like sparks.

“Why did you kiss me?” I ask, genuinely curious. It seemed to come out of nowhere.

He thinks on that for a second, green eyes shifting to one side. When he looks back at me a few seconds later, I’m worried about what might come from his mouth.

“I wanted to see what my future might taste like.” He draws back and swipes a hand over his lips, like he’s washing me away. But then his hand drops and he squeezes it into a fist at his side, like he’s planning on keeping the memory tucked there against his palm.

“Your future?” I ask, inviting him to say more. Inviting him to ... I don’t know. My whole body is screaming for his touch, and I’m not sure what to think about that. Coven stuff. Or ... like man/woman stuff. Ugh.

“You didn’t ask to be involved in any of this; I want to make it right.” Brooks glances over his shoulder, like he’s expecting Mrs. Madsen to stumble on us. I’m surprised she hasn’t yet, and I feel like luck is on my side today. If I lost this job because I was caught kissing Brooks?

No. Fuck that.

There’s a long pause that Brooks decides to fill, turning to look at me again.

“Why did you kiss me back?” he inquires, and I shiver when I realize that I was kissing him back. My tongue was right there, pressed up against his. My fingers were digging at the fabric of his shirt, trying to push it up so I could try touching his skin.

“I figured I have three choices on how to handle our ... situation.” I fold my arms, achy and empty and horny in the worst possible place at the worst possible time. This is a dream job for me. It’s important.

“And those three choices are ...?” Brooks asks, prompting me to explain. He folds his arms, too, mimicking me. We examine one another, each of us critical and judgmental. Me, rightfully so. Him, because he’s a dick. I hold up a hand and the ghost flits by, mimicking me. I ignore it as I raise a single finger for each option.

“Be miserable, like Marlowe. Apathetic, like you. Or I can embrace the coven, the magic, and ... everything like Tanner does.” My voice wavers a bit on that last part, and Brooks catches it, the edge of his lip lifting.

I managed to convince the men to not wear their hats today, and I’m surprised to find that I miss all of those extra eyes. Brooks’ hair is pretty though, bright red and black. Wicked. It looks good with his tattoos, with that tight T-shirt. I rub my hand over my chest, feeling the ridges of our coven scar underneath.

Brooks’ shadow and mine are on the wall, facing off with horns and antlers, circling one another in their 2D world.

“You think I’m apathetic?” he asks, tilting his head slightly. His shadow flickers behind him, putting that massive rack of antlers on his head. “Interesting.”

He steps forward, and I try to step back. There’s nowhere to go. I might’ve bumped my head on the door again, but Brooks lunges forward and slips his hand behind me in the nick of time.

My lips part and his eyes drop to take them in.

“Did you like kissing me yesterday?” he asks, still staring at my mouth. “Because I liked kissing you. More than I expected. That seems to happen a lot with you, North. Unexpected things.”

I’m not sure what to say to that, so I redirect the conversation.

“If you’re not apathetic, then what are you?” I whisper, and that gets his attention. He draaaags his gaze up and peers at me like he’s trying to dig through all my secrets. I don’t have any. I’m showing him exactly who I am. Not sure how long it’ll take him to realize that.

“Frustratingly practical,” he replies, and that makes me laugh. I didn’t realize he was aware of himself in that way. “Most of the time.”

Brooks drops his mouth down to mine for a second kiss, like he’s trying to prove to me that he’s anything but apathetic. My fingers cling to his shirt, witch claws puncturing through the fabric. We’re both glowing and standing inside of my employer’s house.

Doesn’t matter.

His hand is slipping around the front of my overalls, pushing up my shirt, pressing hot against my ribs. I’m nipping at his lips, kissing him like I’ve known him for more than five days. If I can kiss Brooks, and I can fuck Marlowe, then why am I running from Tanner? The thought bubbles up and then pops under the piercing needle of desire.

The one remaining strap on my overalls is unclasped, and the fabric drops to the floor in a puddle of denim. We can’t do this here! I almost say it outloud, but I can’t because I’m being kissed by a witch with antlers and an attitude problem. Brooks has dominated my mouth, crushing me between his face and his hand at the back of my head.

There are footsteps in the hall, but he slips his hand into his pocket and withdraws a small skull, tossing it behind him and letting it roll. The footsteps retreat, and we’re left alone in the foyer of the ancient house with nothing between us and our frantic need.

His big hand slides between my legs, cupping my sex in a firm grip. Every inch of me is held in his palm, my panties embarrassingly wet against his skin. I’m on my tiptoes now, panting for breath under his unerringly confident kisses.

My tongue is as guilty as his, my touch just as greedy. As he grinds the heel of his hand into my pussy, I reach for the firm bulge in his jeans. I cup him, rubbing my own palm over his lust and eating up the deep groans he feeds me in response.

My shadow locks horns with his antlers, splashes of inky darkness on the ceiling above us. Somewhere nearby the ghost wails and another glass object breaks. I hear Mrs. Madsen cursing again.

“Shit.” Brooks is the one who pulls away, red-faced and working his jaw. “Goddamn it, Brooks.” He curses his own name as he drops to one knee, taking my overalls in his hands and dragging them back up my legs, hooking that one single clasp.

I’m trembling as he lifts his eyes to mine.

“Why did you stop?” I whisper, and he exhales, like he’s clearing the tension from his body. Clearing the desire. “You don’t ... you’re not attracted to me?”

It’s a stupid question. There are a million reasons to stop. He spelled Mrs. Madsen for a few minutes of privacy, but how long do these charms really last anyway?

“I’ll fix this for you when we get home.” He takes the loose strap and rubs his thumb across the denim, eyes still on mine. “And I stopped because we’re not ready for this.”

“Not ... you were in the woods with me that night.” I sound petulant, whiny. It’s annoying. With a deep exhale of my own, I sweep two orange pigtails over my shoulders and give them a tug that makes Brooks chuckle.

“Right. I was. But there are some thoughts in my own head that need sorting.” He cocks his head at me again, curious. “Marlowe is good for a hate-fuck. Tanner wants a wife; he’d make sweet love to you if you wanted.” He raises a dark brow. “He’ll fuck you, too, of course.”

“But you won’t do either?” I’m just trying to clarify here. My body went up in flames and then crashed to the ground like cold ash. I shiver against a sudden chill.

“Not yet. Not unless it’s for a spell. I’ll fuck you when I’m good and ready.”

I swallow a scream of frustration.

“You’ll fuck me when I say you can fuck me. The invitation is revoked.” I move around him, freakishly aware of his presence when he turns and follows me. I can see his shadow stalking my shadow on the wall to my right. “I’m serious: you do not have my consent, South.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” he muses, scooting up to walk beside me.

We’re walking down a hall that feels like it’s going on for far too long. Haven’t we walked by a lot of this striped wallpaper already? I look over my shoulder, but it’s just a really long fucking hallway. Nothing supernatural here.

I exhale and keep going, but I don’t like the way it stretches out both in front of and behind me. With each step I take, I swear that it grows a little longer. It’s unsettling, especially when the ghost darts through the wall ahead of us and disappears into another.

We pause at an intricate wooden doorjamb, and Brooks steps aside, holding his hand out so that I can enter before he does.

On the other side, I find a parlor with a domed roof and a small table. The wallpaper has jewel-toned peacocks on it.

Robin Madsen turns and raises her brows at the pair of us.

“Everything okay?” she asks, but there’s a note in her voice that I can’t place. Excitement? Curiosity? Hopefully not of the voyeurism variety.

“Everything’s great,” I answer with a forced smile, feeling wary. My skin bubbles with goose bumps, and I take a step back. This is going to be bad, isn’t it? This conversation is going to be about something other than our work on the house.

“Good, good.” Mrs. Madsen pulls out her phone and shows me a video titled: Are the MISSING Witchwood Boys back from the dead — the TRUE and HORRIFYING case of Brooks McDowell, Tanner Skye, and Marlowe Waverley.

I look back up to meet her eyes and realize that I’ve made a serious mistake.

“Mrs. Madsen,” I begin, clasping my hands together behind my back. “I can see that you’ve stumbled upon some exaggerated social media rumors—”

“I haven’t seen rumors, honey. I saw Tanner.” Mrs. Madsen shakes her head and smiles. “Well, his perfect likeness anyway. We dated briefly, back in the day. Is that his son that’s with you?” She sounds understanding now, but there’s still something ... else there.

“Yeah ...” I start, glancing over at Brooks. He crosses his arms and says nothing, gaze sliding to mine with a well, North, how do you plan to handle this one? look.

I figure that it’s easier to believe the three missing men had sons who look just like them than it is to believe that the three missing men haven’t aged at all and reappeared randomly at the same time that I did. We’ll just pretend each of these guys is his own son—or in Brooks’ case, grandson.

And that they showed up wearing witch hats. And no shirts. Covered in matching tattoos.

I struggle to suppress a sigh. If the internet wasn’t involved in this, my newly complicated life would be a little easier to handle.

“It’s a cult, isn’t it? In the woods?” Mrs. Madsen whispers, blond hair streaked with gray and tucked behind both ears. “I’d always suspected cult activity.”

“I’m not actually allowed to talk about it,” I tell her, trying to maintain my smile. “It’s an ongoing investigation.”

Her brown eyes shift over to study Brooks again.

“Is Tanner Senior single or ... anything like that?” she asks, looking back at me.

I turn to see that Brooks is standing there with a smirk on his face.

“We’re going to get started on the job, Mrs. Madsen,” I tell her gently, reaching out to put my hand on her upper arm and giving it a squeeze. “But you are welcome to speak with Tanner Junior as much as you like. It can be paid time, and he’s welcome to spend as much of the day with you as he wants while on the clock.”

“You’re a sweetheart, Kate,” Mrs. Madsen says, giving my hand a squeeze in return.

We run over some paperwork with her and settle on a timeline for finishing the job. On our way out, I see the ghost again. Poor Kim Wonders in a little dress and one single shoe—and no eyes. Brooks takes me firmly by the nape and ushers me down the hall away from her.

“Tanner fucked Mrs. Madsen?” Brooks asks, and then he laughs.

I laugh, too, but on the inside ... there’s something slimy and squirming inside of me.

Jealousy.
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“I never dated that woman,” Tanner explains as he drives us back to the house after work. Ten hours spent painting, one day off our schedule. We have quite a few more to go, but having these guys with me really cuts down on the workload. “I might not have been a gentleman, but I’ll tell you this: I remember Robin Madsen. I wouldn’t have dated her.”

“What does that even mean?” I ask, feeling irrationally annoyed. I wonder if any of the guys felt like this when I was confronting Nathan? Jealous, with no right to be.

With my arms crossed, I study Tanner’s profile. He has a nice face, but he doesn’t look trustworthy. He looks like someone who’s so handsome, he doesn’t have to be trustworthy. The kind of pretty that almost anyone would fuck, if only they had an invitation.

Wow.

I turn back toward the window, watching the houses flash by. We’re on our way to check on the search effort at the Witch’s Tree, just to get an idea of what we’re dealing with.

Then we’ll get to work on our invisibility spell.

According to Brooks, it’ll take a while to prepare both of the spells we need—invisibility and fear.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never met a person that you know you’d never date.” Tanner’s voice is gruff with annoyance. “I fucked a lot of people in high school, that’s true. But I know who I would never fuck, and that’s Robin Madsen.”

“So says the biggest whore in this car.” Marlowe, obviously. We all ignore him.

“It’s okay if you’re embarrassed,” Brooks assures Tanner from the back seat, and I almost smile. I keep it back, but Tanner notices.

“I’m glad you find this funny,” he says, reaching out to pinch my chin. I think of Brooks as I slap him away, and then shake my head, feeling guilty. Should I though? We are a coven, not me and any one of them. All of us. “Why don’t I point out people that I know I did have sex with? Would that be better for you?”

“Why don’t I show you the sex tape that Nathan and I made?” I ask, wondering if he even knows what a sex tape is. That was a thing in the eighties, wasn’t it? Again, I have no idea.

Also, there is no sex tape.

“You better hope there’s no sex tape,” Tanner tells me icily, and I laugh again. I’ve laughed quite a bit today, and it’s ... nice. “Because if there is, I’m going to kill Nathan.”

“You’ll leave Nathan alone.” I wait a pause as we pass by the street that leads to the McKay Community Forest parking lot.

There are still search parties—more search parties than this morning.

I hope this spell we’re cooking up is going to be strong enough to get past these people. We just need a few minutes alone with that damn tree.

“I will kill Nathan,” Tanner repeats, parking the truck in my driveway and climbing out to get Flick from the bed of the pickup before I can do it. My damn dog is bouncing in circles around him and barking. Tanner slips a treat from his pocket and offers it before snagging the tennis ball off the porch. He tosses it to Flick as he walks up the steps and into the house, and the dog returns it faithfully to his hand every time.

Fucking Flick.

As if in apology, Ebon circles above me, making these happy trilling sounds that bode well for our future relationship.

“I’m getting my own dog next week,” Marlowe growls as he walks by, shoulder bumping hard into mine. “That one has shitty taste.”

“You don’t get to make decisions like that without consulting me. This is my house.” I honestly wouldn’t mind having another dog; I just don’t like that Marlowe is assuming he gets to live here long-term. We haven’t discussed anything practical just yet, too caught up in the issue of the Witch’s Tree to figure out more mundane arrangements.

“Eat shit, Kate.” He stalks into the living room to take what’s become his spot on the sofa. All three cushions. It’s like he expands to consume the space. The cat’s curled up on the chair in the corner, yawning lazily in greeting.

“Fuck you, you goddamn jerk.” It just bursts out of me, and I can’t seem to get it to stop. “You don’t get to keep broadcasting your displeasure onto me.” I might be screaming. Tanner and Flick backtrack from the kitchen to watch me as Brooks leans casually against the wall on my left, arms crossed and smile smug. Not that he deserves to be smug either. None of them do. “There’s only one person in this house who never damned another, so buck up buttercup. I didn’t trap you in the Witchwoods. It was you who trapped me. You’re my tormentor, my Tanner.”

“You didn’t damn anyone?” Marlowe asks as he kicks off his work boots, and uses his shirt to swipe sweat from his face. That big, strong hand curled in the fabric, lifting it to expose his hardened midsection, it’s a lot to take in. “You opened the gate. You let that detective and that searcher get eaten by the woods. That horrible place is spilling into this world, and yet, you’d do it all over again, wouldn’t you? If your choices were to stay damned alone or damn the rest of the world with you, which one would you choose?”

I unhook the clip on my overalls and since the other one is broken, the outfit sags to my hips in a bundle of denim. Only my sweatshirt, tied around my waist, is keeping my pants up and my underwear hidden from three sets of hungry eyes.

“I didn’t know that this would happen when we did the spell, so that’s irrelevant. We’ll never really know what choice I might’ve made.” I walk into the room to stand in front of Marlowe. He glances up at me with two obsidian blades where his eyes should be. Mine narrow in challenge. “We’re going to see Miriam on Friday.”

Marlowe doesn’t say a word. He stands up and walks into the backyard, and then he punches a tree. Hard. Then again. And then another twenty or so times, until his knuckles are bruised and bloodied and fresh sweat beads on his neck and forehead, glistens on his muscular arms.

As he makes his way back to the deck, he yanks off his t-shirt, coming up the steps and dribbling blood everywhere. I watch him tie the shirt around his ruined right hand as he pauses in front of me.

“Feel better now?” I ask him, but he just steps forward and puts his bandaged hand on my shoulder.

“Much better,” he says with a horrible smile. He’s up to something, and I have no idea what it is. I watch him stalk back into the house and then realize that I have some homework to do in order to make this visit happen.

I look up Miriam on Instagram. She runs a missing persons database and posts frequently on social media. Marlowe’s candlelight vigil is coming up soon, it seems. When I find a poster she made for this year’s event, there’s a phone number right on it. Poking my head into the kitchen, I find Brooks and Tanner waiting there.

Watching me through the glass like stalkers.

“Good, he’s gone,” I mumble, but Marlowe isn’t gone-gone. I can feel his proximity like a flame. The closer he is, the warmer I am. The farther he moves away, the colder he gets. I call the number from the poster and she answers on the second ring.

“Miriam Waverley,” she says as my stomach flips, and I look at Tanner across the tabletop.

He nods, and I take a deep breath. Brooks watches me like a hawk, like his opinion of me is changing right this very second. I like that.

“Hey, I was wondering if I could talk to you about Marlowe?”
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Kate

We spend the rest of the evening starting on the supply list for our spell. I notice that it’s changed some. No more spiders needed. Plenty of semen still required. My personal lubrication. Some spit because ... why not? Blood.

We gather up a lot of strange things—a copper coin (in the form of an old penny), plenty of ash from a bonfire that Brooks sets up out back, several species of mushrooms that we find in the woods behind the house. What we don’t gather up are the more personal items.

The men begin to wander just slightly farther from me, so long as we’re all inside the house with everything locked up tight. I’ve been finding powder on all the windows and doors, so I assume there’s magic involved in that, too.

Magic I wasn’t a part of, I realize as I touch my fingers to some of it, careful not to disturb the line itself. When I touch it, smell it, I can tell somehow that I wasn’t involved in creating it. The men made this powder without me, before they ever met me. They all had bags with them when we fled the Witchwoods, so I figure this powder must’ve been in one of them.

I brush my hands off on my leggings.

“Hey,” I say, easing into the living room where Tanner sits on the sofa, legs crossed, tumbler of liquid in his right hand. I’d say it was alcohol, but it’s purple, actively boiling, and steaming green into the air. He sips it like it’s whiskey and glances casually over at me.

“Hello, kitten.” He’s still and patient and seemingly uninterested. Only the first thing is true. He’s still, and that stillness is his saving grace because without it, he’d be over here, on top of me.

The tension between us stretches painfully, splintering and snapping as I study him from a careful distance away. Tanner holds his drink with his fingers gripping the top of the glass, like a hovering spider. The green steam hits his palm and billows out around his fingers.

“You really didn’t sleep with Robin Madsen?” I wonder aloud. Not that I care. I mean, I do, but I also understand that Tanner wasn’t a virgin when he came to me. I just really hope that she’s not an ex of his, and that I never have to interact with someone he slept with.

It occurs to me that I might be as weird as Tanner when it comes to our brand-new relationship.

“I promise you that I didn’t,” he assures me, but there’s a prideful edge to his voice, like he can’t believe I’d suspect him of sleeping with a woman who’d hit on her high school crush’s son. She’s either in her sixties or close to it, and she went for Tanner Junior today with zero shame—after inquiring about his father’s relationship status.

“She sexually harassed Brooks today,” I admit, because even though he won’t confirm or deny it, I heard her compliment his ass. It was not cute. I told him so and his response was well, she’s a woman, and I can deal. I don’t even know what that means. That he’s from 1955, I guess. “I believe that you didn’t sleep with her.”

Tanner snorts as I listen to Brooks moving around in the kitchen.

Marlowe is ... well, within two dozen feet of me. I can sense that, but I’m not sure where he is—in my bedroom or the one next to it. They share a wall and he must be pressed up against it.

Close by, but on the other side of a wall. Seems fitting and metaphorical.

You’re the villain, huh, Marlowe? Wouldn’t the villain think that trading his girlfriend and his family for magic was a fair trade? You’re not built like that.

“What’s in the glass?” I ask, moving into the living room to stand in front of the couch.

“Potion for sleep. Want some?” Tanner holds it out to me, and I reach to take it.

Then I remember our deal and pause.

He waits. I wet my lips as I stare down at his fingers on the glass, and then I take it. Our fingers brush, just barely. It’s enough that we both know, and his mouth twitches.

I tilt the tumbler to my lips and drink half of it down, exhaling green steam when I do. I hiccup and rub my arm across my lips. There are bubbles in my belly, and my tongue is tingling with a familiar but unrecognizable taste. Sweet, but not cloying. Sweet potato? I pass it back to him, and he finishes it off and sets the drink aside.

He doesn’t pounce on me even though I was hoping he would.

“Purple Witchwood yams,” Tanner tells me, leaning back and crossing his arms. He’s wearing a shirt, but it’s unbuttoned and hanging loosely on either side of his sculpted, decorated midsection. There’s his coven scar, a mess of antlers, horns, wings, and tails. “There are some growing in the yard, near the woods.”

“So even plants are making their way over here, huh?” I ask, and he shrugs.

“Purple yams don’t have teeth, so they’re safe to pick. I figured it couldn’t hurt to have them around.” He sits there as I hover in front of him, casual and unhurried. Unlike the last time when I touched him, and he immediately came onto me. I feel annoyed, and he knows it. Bastard.

“Do fruits and vegetables in the Witchwoods generally have teeth?” I clarify, and he nods slightly, watching me and waiting to see if I’ll make a move first.

I swallow.

“I also have teeth,” I say, pointing at my mouth. His eyes shine as he looks up at me.

“Prove it.”

I grab a pillow from the sofa beside him and toss it onto the ground.

I get on my knees and put my hands on his thighs. He’s wearing sweatpants that he bought at the store today, white ones with a bright orange drawstring and black cuffs at the ankles.

Tanner opens his legs without me having to say or do anything, and I scoot forward, reaching for the waistband of his pants. My fingers brush the bare skin of his taut belly, and he shivers, putting a large hand on the top of my head. He curls his fingers against my scalp like he did on the top of the sleep potion.

I draw back a little, rubbing my palm over the bulge in his pants. He moans and tilts his head back, wetting his lips as his lids grow heavy and then close. His hair is painted with orange flickers from the light of the fire, the keys on my old piano clanking as Stix hops onto them.

My attention is on Tanner’s face as he digs his strong fingers into my scalp, massaging my skin before he fists my hair. I make a small sound, but he doesn’t do anything with that grip. Yet.

I brush my fingers over his clothed erection a second time, and his hips rise to meet my touch.

I love the sight of that so much that I keep doing it until I’m rubbing him gently but frantically through the fabric. Tanner lets me do that for a while, moaning and shifting and cursing.

But then his eyes open and his gaze latches onto me like a set of claws.

“Is this torture or something?” he asks, cocking his head. “Payback for not touching you all this time? I thought you just told me that you have teeth, kitten. You’re acting like you’ve been de-fanged and declawed.”

He grabs my hand and presses it firmly into his erection.

“You aren’t going to break it,” he promises, guiding my hand against him.

“I expected you to just ... fuck my mouth,” I murmur, almost guiltily. There’s a strange pause there.

“Is that what you want me to do?” Tanner asks, his voice dangerous and giddy with excitement. When I glance his way, I see that he’s glowing again. His entire body, from his eyes to his sharp nails to his manic smile. Witch. He doesn’t look human anymore.

I look down at my own hands, and I see that I’m no different. I gave up my humanity during that night in the Witchwoods. I’ve become something else. We are something else.

I nod, and Tanner makes a sound of pure frustration.

“Thank fuck.” He stands up and shoves his pants down at the same time, freeing his cock and taking it in tight fingers. He squeezes the base as I study it, noticing that it’s pierced several times over. “Each piercing is a spell,” he explains with a laugh, guiding my head where he wants it. “Now, open up, Kate, and show me those fuckin’ teeth.”

I do, my stomach tingling in anticipation of the act. Nathan would never have played this game with me. Not out of respect, but because it’s not what he was into. What I wanted didn’t matter to him.

I balance on my knees, putting my hands on Tanner’s hips. I eye his dick with a bit of skepticism. There’s a lot more to this man than there was to Nathan. A lot more.

I lean in and gently scrape my teeth over his crown.

“Shit, that’s it? Come on. You can do better.” Tanner guides his dick to my lips and pushes between them, stretching my mouth wide. I grip his hips a little tighter as he eases in, and I flush with embarrassment at the saliva that pools in my mouth and drips down my chin.

Tanner makes a noise that tells me it’s anything but embarrassing to him. He brushes that liquid with his thumb and purrs his next words at me.

“God, Kate, like that. Swallow around it.” Tanner’s voice is electric with excitement, and his skin smells like grass. His body tastes like desire and salt. I shiver as he holds my head still, pushing his hips into my face. The hard length of his shaft rakes over my tongue as I moan around him. “Make that noise for me again,” he murmurs in a rough whisper.

I do that, and then I begin to hum, just like we did in the woods.

Tanner and I are both glowing so brightly that we’re casting eerie shadows, dark splotches that stretch out against the walls. Those dark blotches climb up to the ceiling, fracturing and spilling over the plaster and the old wallpaper. It’s like the whole world is making room for our coven. It’s the same sensation I felt when I was kissing Brooks earlier, and I like it.

I love it.

My hands wander to Tanner’s ass, tracing the hard muscles there as I suck him off. My teeth are scraping back and forth across his skin as he rolls his hips. When I quest with the tip of my tongue, I find one of the bars pierced through the underside of his shaft. I flick it as best as I can with my mouth as full as it is, and a tremor goes through Tanner’s body in response.

Every move I make, he reacts with something over-the-top and destructive. I’m torn apart by the sounds he gives me, the feel of his newly-sprouted claws digging into my scalp, the frantic jerks of his hips. My mouth meets his hand and somehow that’s a surprise to me.

I thought I was taking it all down my throat; I thought Tanner had let go.

I lift my eyes up, but I can’t see his face, just his body as he tilts his head back. There’s a shadow of Tanner on the wall behind him, but in it, his mouth is too wide and decorated with sharp teeth. It’s twisted and strange.

I hear him lick his lips, and the shadow on the wall does the same except everything is exaggerated. It’s like Tanner has the tongue of a demon.

He stills his hips suddenly, and then drops his chin to stare at me.

Removes his hand from his shaft and adds a second hand to my head. Tanner moves me the way he wants me, pushing in a little further, edging me. My hands get uncomfortably tight on his hips, and he stops. Pulls out. Thrusts exactly that deep when he pushes in again.

I’m squeezing my thighs together so tight that it’s getting me off a little. That’s how into this I am.

There’s a feeling at my back, like somebody’s watching us. Like something is watching us.

Footsteps approach and there’s Marlowe, a winged monster for a silhouette. I didn’t think he was in any state to watch. I assumed it was Brooks.

What the hell? I wonder as my eyes catch on his. With Tanner’s dick in my mouth. I ... this is something I’ve never done, sucked one guy while another peered down at me.

Without a word, he walks right past us like it doesn’t matter to him at all that we’re having sex in the living room. Then he’s gone, and my attention shifts to an additional set of boot steps on the floor. Now that must be Brooks.

My entire body is covered in sweat, and I shift in discomfort as I try to process the presence of other people while I’m doing something like this.

Tanner is watching me, I can tell, but I’m still staring at the shadows. I refocus on him, tall and beautiful, his golden hair paired with inky black and stuck to his forehead. His pupils are wide with a thin ring of prism-like iris. Strong fingers pressed into my scalp, his body slick with sweat. He shrugs one shoulder and then the other, letting the shirt he was wearing slide down his back and arms. It gets caught at his elbows, but he may as well be shirtless now.

I’m rewarded with a throaty noise and a tightening of his fingers when he finally comes. Hot liquid hits the back of my tongue, and I swallow frantically to get it all down. Each time my throat works, he makes a sharp, hungry sound of his own.

Tanner pulls out quickly, and I reach up automatically to swipe my arm across my mouth. He catches my elbow to stop me. Once he’s sure I understand what he’s asking—leave the proof on your lips—I drop my arm. Tanner yanks his pants up and then helps me from the floor with an arm thrown around my waist.

I’m hauled up and tucked against his chest.

“You swallowed that all down?” he asks me, voice affectionate and pleased. Tanner strokes my wet lips with his thumb. “Did you like that, kitten?”

“I liked it,” I respond, overflowing with need. I can feel my own slickness all over my thighs, the want so overwhelming that I bite down on his thumb as punishment. And I bite hard. I hold on for a minute, making him chuckle.

“Oh, so that’s where the teeth went?” he muses, and I decide that his sense of humor is actually pretty good.

I’m so focused on Tanner that I forget about Brooks until he’s standing just behind and to the left of me. He yanks my pants down without asking and pushes the cock-shaped stone of the athame hilt into me.

All the way. One thrust. To the hilt.

I collapse at the knees, but Tanner holds me up. He even leans over and helps Brooks spread me as wide as possible.

“You shouldn’t have swallowed,” Brooks chastises me, withdrawing the toy after only a few thrusts and swiping it on a square of cloth. He examines it and then shows me the dirtied fabric as my cheeks burn. “That should be enough for the first spell,” he says, and then he’s slapping me on the ass and leaving me there. “Next time, spit it out so that we can use it.”

He’s talking about Tanner’s cum.

I look back at him, suddenly wondering if I’ve just made a huge mistake.

“Is that ... we’re only doing this because of the spell?” I’m not even standing on my own accord right now, and it’s embarrassing how much I don’t care. Whatever the answer to that question, I still want him tonight.

“No, we’re doing this because you touched me. I warned you, Kate.” Tanner’s smile is exaggerated in the firelight as he turns away and, with his arm around my waist, guides me up the stairs.
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The old wood steps creak more than usual, and it feels somehow like we’re doing something bad. Like we’re sneaking and we might get caught.

Tanner turns and heels the bedroom door open, grabbing me by the wrist and yanking me in after him. He slams the door and puts his palm up on it.

“Just to clarify, Kate, I didn’t know Brooks was going to do that until he did it.”

“Is that how he got you in the Witchwoods?” I wonder as my hands come up to touch either side of Tanner’s face. He’s definitely somebody whose value is built on his physical attributes: his face, his body, his ... yeah. I feel bad for being so in awe of those things myself. They’re hard to resist.

I have a feeling that, like with Robin Madsen, Tanner took one look at me and knew that I was the sort of person that he would never date. But it was me who appeared in the woods. Who had the chemicals for earth magic in my blood. That’s what it’s like, apparently. Tanner told me today that your cardinal sign is like your blood type: everyone has one.

With only four possible outcomes, it wasn’t like my appearance was a strange miracle. Eventually, after all those years, it was inevitable that a Northwoods (my official title in the coven) would show up.

My eyes prick with tears and Tanner mistakes them for something other than what they are. He swipes one away and brings it to his lips, tongue sliding across the rough pad. That’s the same finger he used on the wet mess of my mouth, and I wonder if he can taste himself.

“Don’t cry for me, kitten.” Tanner turns slightly away from me. My bedroom is dark, but the plastic star lights strung across my bookshelves are on. It’s just enough light to cast a glaze on his profile. “Like I said, the Witchwoods weren’t the worst thing that ever happened to me.” His mouth makes a lush shape before he steps back and, with a grace I could never possess, goes to the floor in front of me. “We could make this the best thing that ever happened to either of us.”

I gasp as his hands finish Brooks’ work, pulling my pants completely off so that I’m naked from the waist down.

Tanner trails his thumb across my lower belly, examining me. I know there’s not much light, but it’s intense anyway, to have him stare like that. I don’t even know this person. We’re just sort of ... stuck together. Like a romance novel where the couple wakes up after drinking too much in Vegas.

We don’t know each other, but we’re basically hitched.

Tanner brushes his thumb just above my clit, making me choke and fall back against the door. It’s so intense that I can barely take it. I close my eyes as he plays with me like that, slow and unhurried.

“Stop trying to torture me back,” I groan out, writhing and rubbing my thighs together in search of relief.

“Why stop when you love it so much? Don’t fucking pretend with me, Kate. You gave explicit consent for this, and I want to hear it. If you say stop even one more time, I’m going to use you like a body pillow so that I can fall asleep.” He smiles against my body, and the shift of his mouth against that sensitive flesh is yet more torture.

I pinch my lips shut as Tanner lifts one of my legs and spreads my thighs, his fingers pressing indents into my soft flesh. He puts my leg over his shoulder and then runs his tongue along the seam of my pussy.

I collapse, but he catches me with a hand on my ass, holding me up against the door. I dig my fingers frantically into his hair, and he makes a strong sound of approval that matches the pressure from his lips and tongue.

“Shit, you taste good,” he groans, and it’s hard to say what he’s doing exactly because his mouth and tongue feel like they’re everywhere all at once. The blond stubble on his jaw is rough and welcome against my tender, aching thighs. Tanner takes note of my reaction and rubs his cheek against me, an affectionate nuzzle in a very tender place.

My right hand reaches out for something to hold onto. I end up with a leather belt in my hand. I use them for my work pants a lot, so they’re just hanging here on the door. Never expected to use one of them like this. The fingers of my left hand dig into Tanner’s hair.

“Grab on baby and ride my face,” he tells me, his words hot against the core of me. I bite my lip, close my eyes, and rub hard against him, shivering when his tongue hits something just right. I adjust myself to make that right thing happen over and over and over again.

It’s good ... it’s so good ... it’s getting better.

My climax creeps close, making me feel hot and lazy. My movements slow, the panting of my breath loud in the quiet. Flick whines at me from the other side of the door, and I’m beyond relieved when I hear Brooks’ voice coaxing him away.

I don’t have the mental capacity to handle anything but this at the moment.

Tanner picks up where I left off, slipping two fingers into me. I react like I’ve been struck by lightning, yanking on his hair and pulling so hard on the belt above me that it slips off its hook and hits the ground with a thump. My right hand retreats to Tanner’s sweat-kissed neck.

I play with his hair, and he makes a noise that I won’t forget for as long as I live.

He’s getting off on my reactions.

So I show them to him, clinging to his hair and moving my hips again. Almost there. So close ... so fucking close ... I come with his mouth consuming me, with that forked-tongue shadow on the wall across the room.

I’m quivering as he continues to hold me up, using that toned-body and extra dash of Witchwoods strength to keep me firmly in place. Tanner chuckles, and then pushes my leg off his shoulder.

My body slides down the wall until I’m posed in front of him, legs spread wide and thighs pale white in the light of the moon through the window.

Tanner lifts his fingers to his mouth and, while I watch in a puddle of melted bliss, he licks them clean. The shadow on the wall copies his movements, but in the most gruesome and lewd way possible.

The female shadow on the floor in front of him has horns and perked nipples.

That’s me.

A witch.

I am also a witch now.

One bold, simple decision has changed the entire course of my life.

“That was good,” I murmur, and then immediately regret saying it. That was good? That’s all I have to say? I’ve been fighting this guy since the first second I saw him. Everything feels different in the space of yet another bold, simple decision.

“Was?” Tanner asks, reaching up and brushing his fingers through his hair, like he’s assessing the damage that I did to it. He grins, his glowing skin and eyes and hair a match for my own. “We’re not done yet, kitten.”

He wraps an arm around my waist and hoists us both from the floor. He tosses me onto the bed and discards the rest of his clothing while I watch, kicking off his boots and wrinkled pants. That unbuttoned shirt slides from his arms and hits the ground while I lie there in my paint-splattered tee and nothing else.

Tanner crawls up and positions himself over me, gaze shifting from my lips to the mounds of my breasts. They rise and fall with my breaths, and he studies them for quite a while. I can’t take it anymore, so I reach down, grab my shirt, and yank it up.

His smile digs into his face, sharp and feral, teeth flashing.

“My kitten has teeth and claws, does she?” He drops his mouth to my breast and rubs his stubble over my nipple. I love that, arching up toward him. He adds his tongue, and it’s too much, too fast, so I shrink back. Tanner takes note of that and goes slow with me, kneading the mound of flesh with his fingers before rubbing his stubble on my nipple for a second time. “When we’re done having sex, you know what we’re going to do?”

His voice is a rough, dark whisper against my ear as he rubs his erection against my hip.

“Sleep?” It’s supposed to be a joke, but his laughter is welcome on my skin. I love the feel of his breath and the sound of his voice so much that I can’t resist. I grab onto his erection, and he lets another pleased rumble roll against the side of my neck.

“Fuck, I can’t concentrate.” Tanner snags my wrist with his own hand, keeping me still. “When we’re done, we’re going to sleep with my cock inside of you. And then in the morning, I’m going to fuck you awake, Kate.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I whisper, unusually bold in the dark. I’m ... I’m going to be embarrassed when I think about this tomorrow, aren’t I? “Do it.”

Tanner pushes my hand off him and then fists my shirt, yanking it up and off. He retreats down the bed and grabs both knees so that he can part my still-quivering thighs.

His expression is cast in silver, those brilliant eyes of his picking up the moonlight from outside. When he notches the head of his cock against my opening, I panic a little.

“Contraceptives,” I blurt, and he pauses, wetting his lips. How am I just now thinking about this? That mushroom we ate during the coven ritual might have worn off by now.

“That potion, it’s a sleeping draught and a contraceptive. Why do you think I brewed it for us?” His words are cocky, an admittance that he knew this was going to happen tonight. “Kate,” he says, like he thinks I might let my thoughts get away from me. “I’m not going anywhere.”

It’s an encouragement, I think, but it could also be an admission.

“Okay.” The word chokes out of me. Tanner’s brow, the black and gold one, is lifted. His fancy brow. Pierced. Scarred. Beautiful.

“Okay?” he repeats, using his cock to tease my clit, to rub against my folds. I’m shaking and pulsing around nothing. I’m done talking. I think he’s waiting for me to tell him something like that.

“Fuck me, Tanner.” I swallow back the embarrassment. There’s no reason for it. We’re not doing anything wrong here. This is the most right that things have felt in a long time.

“My pleasure, Kate.” He pushes his cock into me, and I shiver all over with the pleasure of being filled. Nathan didn’t have piercings on his shaft, so ... that’s all new to me. There are warm points of contact inside where the smooth metal balls press against desperate nerve endings.

He’s a big man, in all aspects, and he lets me come to terms with that before moving his hips. I breathe through the thickness of him, putting one hand on his shoulder and staring up at his eyes.

Tanner is looking down at me, waiting.

“You’re so good for me, Kate,” he says, voice husky and warm. Just like it was at the cabin. He leans down to kiss me, and I slide my arms around his neck. He feels good, solid under my questing fingertips. “You feel fucking amazing.” Those words are said against my mouth just before he begins to move, making the old bed creak with every thrust.

Brooks and Marlowe will know what we’re doing, and I love that. I want them to know.

I pull Tanner to me and kiss him back. My hips roll against his. I can’t do much more than that since each one of his hard thrusts pins my pelvis to the mattress.

“Yeah, baby, squeeze me hard. Just like that.” His voice is dirty but encouraging, plied against my lips, the crown of my head, my ear.

It’s pure ecstasy, coupling with Tanner like that. Does he know why I resisted something that I wanted so much? Because he’s too good to be true. Marlowe is a jerk, but he’s telling the truth. Brooks is an ass, but he’s also telling the truth. Tanner is almost too nice.

This, what I’m doing with him, is far more terrifying than what happened with either of the other two. He moves inside of me like he really, really wants me, like I’m his greatest wish come true. And oh, he feels good, like everything I have ever wanted.

I wrap myself around him, pull him into me and lose myself in naked flesh and pleasure. Other thoughts are too hard right now. Too much. Tanner’s slick friction is all I need.

He comes first, spilling himself in me, and then grips the base of his shaft with his hand. Pushing it back in. Rubbing it against me with his release hot and sticky between us. He uses his thumb on my clit, making it slick with cum and rubbing it until I climax around his cock.

“You’ll sleep in a puddle of me tonight,” he tells me, turning me onto my side and tucking my back against him. Tanner pushes his shaft back inside of my sex-warmed body, and curls around me like we’ve been together forever. “In a puddle of us, I should say. You get so damn wet, kitten. I fucking love it.”

He tucks his right arm under my head, and I use it like a pillow, enjoying the way he keeps the warm palm of his left hand against my lower belly.

“You spill big loads,” I murmur back at him, and he laughs against my hair. “I fucking love it.”

“Told you that we were well-suited,” he says, and within minutes, he’s asleep like he has zero cares in the world.

Me? I can barely concentrate with his body inside of mine. The urge is there to rub against him until he wakes up and fucks me again.

Instead, I breathe through it, relaxing myself until I’m lazy and drifting.

Brooks comes into the room first, pausing at the end of the bed to stare at us. I don’t open my eyes, but I can sense him there. Minutes pass. A lot of minutes. Too many. He turns away and takes the cot without a word, big body making it creak when he climbs in.

For hours, there’s no Marlowe.

He wakes me up when he finally shows. I catch his silhouette, see the shimmer of light from the hallway on the knuckles of his hands. They’re both bloodied, and he hasn’t touched the salve the boys brought with us from the woods.

He acted like he didn’t care about me and Tanner, but he does.

Is that a good thing ... or a very, very bad one?
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Tanner

My eyes open to the shadows of Kate’s bedroom. Our bedroom now. Her concerns are valid, so there’s nothing I can give her but time. She’ll come around.

Maybe she already has.

She’s in my arms still, and my cock is hard inside her wet, warm pussy. I feel a smile tilt my lips as I lean over and press my mouth against the spot behind Kate’s ear. Is there anything not to like about this scenario?

Her body is soft and curved and sweet, ass pressed tightly to my hips, mouth parted gently in sleep. She spent the entire night with me inside of her, soaking the sheets with our mixed pleasure. I work my hips forward, and Kate moans.

“Wake up, sleeping beauty,” I murmur, rolling us over so that I’m on top. One more hard thrust and Kate is coming to with a gasp, fingers snagging handfuls of her hideous floral sheets. My hand takes hold of the headboard and my hips churn hard and fast against her while she squirms.

“Oh God, Tanner ...” Kate claws at the bed and cries out so loudly and so shamelessly, I know she’s going to call Marlowe over to her like a wildcat in heat. Brooks, too, maybe. Drag his antlered ass from downstairs with a single cry.

My gaze shifts to the side to find Marlowe watching us.

He doesn’t try to hide it, and I don’t give a fuck. We all understand the rules here. We’re a coven. That means something. Also, he knows that I’m a better lay than he is. Watch and learn, Lo.

I’ve already figured out that Kate gets off on getting me off. Cool trick. I get off on getting her off. We’re a match made in heaven and consecrated in hell. She jokes about cum on the regular, but I can tell she likes that, too. Filling her. Spattering on her. Dirtying up that I’m-just-a-hermit-artist vibe that she uses to hide the charming slut underneath.

From one slut to another, I get it. We just need to be at each other all day, all night, every day. That’ll make us both happy as clams.

“You want my load, don’t you, Kate?” I whisper, my eyes still on Marlowe’s. He’s breathing hard, caught somewhere between lust and rage. “Tell me that you want it, baby. If I know how much you’re craving it, my balls will give it up for you. My body’s a slave to yours, you know that. Coax me.”

“Yes, yes, I want it,” she mumbles into the mattress, clamping down around me with those silky ridges inside her pussy. I only have one rule, Kate: you and me stay together. I’ll hang the moon for you—and I’ll give you every drop of cum I’ve got. “Cover me in it, East.”

Oh. East? That’s fun.

I drag my dick from her pussy, my eyes on that pretty pink hole between her legs. My thumb brushes over it, pulling her open so I can see inside, can watch her flutter around nothing. My lips curve up as I use an expert hand to draw all of that need up and out of me.

White ropes spurt onto her ass, dripping down that hole and onto her quivering thighs. Snagged me a cute, little redhead, didn’t I? I pant through the aftershocks of my pleasure, stroking Kate with my fingers and admiring the fine curls of orange hair above her clit.

The magic changed all of her hair. Didn’t make her such a cute little sub though. That’s all natural.

She’s breathing hard, head buried in her arms, ass in the air. Not looking at me or anything else.

Marlowe pauses by the side of the bed to stare down at her. Looks at me. Testing me. He knows that if I don’t want him over here, it’ll be a fight. But I’m not that petty. Kate’s right: I’m his tormentor as much as he is hers.

I climb over Kate on all fours, trapping her underneath me and forcing those spread legs closed. She fucking hates that. A chuckle escapes me as I slide my hand down her belly, searching out that swollen clit. My cum makes good lube, so it’s nice and slippery, perfect to play with. She rewards me with a soft sighing sound as I jerk her off with gentle fingers, studying Marlowe’s face as I do.

He drags his shirt up at the same time he pushes his joggers down, taking his already hard cock into his hand, white-knuckled and cruel. Those black eyes of his are vicious as they land on Kate, greedy. Aroused.

“You want her?” I ask, signing the word against Kate’s pussy. She loves it, too, moaning and thrusting back on instinct. Better that I ask Marlowe in silence, so Kate doesn’t know. If he says no, or makes some sort of rude quip that she can hear, I’ll knock his teeth out.

He lifts his hand with a single inked finger extended, and then taps his chin before pointing at me again. The gesture for: “Oh, yeah.”

I want to kill him. The thought is a rush of hot fire that I push down, capturing Kate’s clit and squeezing that needy bud between two fingers. She whines piteously, an adorable goddamn sound. It triggers every instinct I have. To fuck. To protect. To murder Lo.

Marlowe and I study each other, and I know that he—and in turn, Kate—are in this situation because of me. We could argue that this all starts and ends with Brooks, but I’ve never been one to shirk responsibility, so I move aside for him.

In an ideal world, I would never share my woman. But the Witchwoods isn’t an ideal world. It’s a hellscape that grants great powers at terrible prices.

A strong coven is a coven that sticks together. Proximity. Touch. Sex.

Kate groans, face still pillowed on her arms and buried in the mattress, ass in the air.

“I don’t know what you’re doing, but hurry up.” Her voice catches on those last few words.

Marlowe slides his knees into the divots I left behind on the mattress, and I work out my envy by working my jaw. Rubbing my hand over my face as he spreads her wide and slots his cock against that swollen cunt. She shoves her hips back in frustration, and Marlowe bites down on his lower lip so hard that he leaves the indentation of his own teeth along with a smear of blood.

If there’s one thing the three of us have become experts in, it’s not saying a goddamn word when we don’t want to. Brooks once broke his foot and said absolutely nothing. Didn’t even scream.

“Fuck me,” Kate begs, and I wonder if she means me or Marlowe or both of us. I slap her ass, and she makes another frustrated sound. I do it again, just to watch that plump cheek of hers go pink beneath my palm. “Now.”

“I can see why you need three men all to yourself, kitten. You’ve got a healthy appetite.” I wet my lips as I stand to one side, leaving Marlowe to finish what I started. She growls at me, but it’s meant to be a compliment. Truly. If she only had the energy for one man, she’d be with me, and I’d have problems with Brooks and Marlowe.

Kate hasn’t even looked at him. Can’t blame her. He’s a dick. Seems like he knows what he’s doing in the bedroom though. Good for him. If he wasn’t pleasing Kate, I’d tie him to a chair, and force him to watch while I showed him a thing or two.

Marlowe’s shirt has slipped back down, brushing against the base of his shaft. Teeth gritted in frustration, he yanks it back up and bites down on it, holding it between his teeth as he drives into that glistening hole.

I can’t look away. I don’t want to. Maybe I can’t keep Marlowe from fucking her, but he also can’t keep me from watching. My presence bothers him. I can see that even as he pounds into her, hands gripping her pale hips hard enough to leave indents.

I lean in toward Marlowe, getting way too close to him. Still, he doesn’t talk. And if he doesn’t want to talk, we both know how much effort it’ll take on my part to get a word out of him.

Back in the Witchwoods, when he first appeared on a moonless night, I beat him black-and-blue. Broke his arm. Broke his nose. His ribs. Ruined his face. All of that before he finally relented. It wasn’t easy, and I’m not proud of it. Just did what I had to do. I understood Brooks better because of it.

Maybe, because Marlowe has joined our ranks, he understands both Brooks and me better, too.

“You better make her come, or I’ll beat your ass.” I sign at him with hands covered in both Kate’s release and my own, that weird magic ink staining all of my fingers.

Marlowe ignores me, but his eyes blaze and his jaw clenches around the fabric in his mouth as he slams into Kate, making the soft flesh of her ass cheeks jiggle with each hard thrust. Her nipples drag against the rumpled sheets, and she, too, takes a mouthful of fabric between her teeth to keep quiet.

Oh no, kitten. I want you to be loud. But I don’t give a shit if she’s loud for Lo. That’s his problem. He doesn’t touch her any more than necessary, but his skin is dotted with sweat, and he doesn’t hold back. He fucks her balls-deep, and she reciprocates, rolling her ass wildly against him until Marlowe is lost.

He comes first, yanking her against him and holding her there while she writhes and makes those sexy, needy sounds that have me in a frenzy all over again. My hand strokes down my cock, still sticky with her wetness.

“Don’t stop,” she cries out, nuzzling into the sheets and clinging to them like a lifeline. “Please. Please. I need to come so bad.”

Marlowe looks terrified, drawing out of her and standing up. His lips part and the shirt tumbles back into place with a wet stain near the hem. He tucks his dick away, gives me a nasty look, and starts signing again.

“I can’t do this.” He points his fingers together, tapping one hard against the other for emphasis. “Can’t.” Then he speaks for both Kate and me to hear.

“Enjoy yourselves, perverts.” He retreats from the room with heavy boot steps. Yep. I’m definitely kicking his ass—but I’ll do it later.

Kate looks over her shoulder just in time to see him disappear, but then her gaze shifts even further around to find mine.

“God, I hate him. But not you. Please, Tanner?” Batted lashes. A feverish smile.

That’s more than enough for me. I resume my place between her thighs, wrapping her hair around my hand and yanking her back so that her spine is an exaggerated arch. I can’t get enough of the ink on her skin, that living, breathing canvas of magic that scrolls and twists and dives across the smooth, soft planes of her flesh.

My fingers find her stiff clit, working it until she comes apart in my arms, her pussy clamping down on me and holding me in place. That’s enough to break me open again, and I spill another hot load inside of her. She’s so full that it’s already dripping out, me and Marlowe and Kate all mixed together and shiny on her inner thighs.

With our breathing still rapid and even, I roll us onto our sides again, tucking her against me.

She’s breathing heavily, her body nice and relaxed against mine. I slap a hand on her ass again, just can’t help myself. Kate throws a look over her shoulder, face red.

“Seriously?” she asks, but I know she likes it. She rolls onto her stomach in an attempt, I think, to get away from me. But then my hand smoothes down her back, and she goes still. I do it again, stroking her skin with my palm, and she settles down. “What are you doing?” she asks, facing away from me, cheek pressed into the mattress.

I lean in toward her, gripping her pussy between her legs as I do. Kate moans as I press my lips against the nape of her neck.

“I told you: I’ll treat you like a goddess, Kate. All you have to do is show up.” Even though it kills me, I draw my hand away, palm slick with her wetness. The bathroom is just down the hall, so I pop out and grab a washcloth, patting the dog on the head with my clean hand as I pass him by.

He waits patiently in the hallway, tail wagging, as I clean Kate up and offer her back that hideous oversized shirt she likes to wear. I’ve never been with a woman like this before, the type who wears paint-covered clothes to bed and ugly overalls to work. I like her casual nature and even her distrust.

If she trusted me and the guys that easily, then I’d really have to question her sense of judgment.

I yank my sweatpants on from last night and then turn to look at her, watching me warily from her spot on the edge of the bed. T-shirt pooling on her pale thighs, one hand tucking that orange-and-black hair behind her ear. Kate’s hazel eyes drift down my body appreciatively before lifting back up to my face.

“I think we should make a new deal,” I tell her, and she presses her tongue against the inside of her cheek in thought.

“Like what?” she asks as I take a few steps closer to her, straddling her knees with splayed feet. She puts her hands on my stomach without being asked, and I smile.

“Like I touch you whenever the hell I want.” My grin widens as her fingers drop to my waistband, digging underneath and then sliding across my skin in a way that makes me want to fuck her again. Pace yourself, Tanner, I warn, and then my hands snatch both of her wrists in tight grips. “Because let’s be honest: whenever I want it, you’ll want it, too.”

“Pretty full of yourself there, don’t you think?” she asks, but then she’s looking up at me from behind long lashes, and I can see the tentative excitement in her face. “Fine. Whatever. But I want a safeword.”

My mouth twitches.

“You sure about that? I’m good at what I do.”

Kate huffs and crawls away from me, sliding off the end of the bed. She digs around in the top drawer of her dresser, looking for underwear. She faces me before she puts them on, which is probably a good choice if she wants to get going for the day. Unfortunately, she decides to put on a pair of pants, too.

“Come on, Flick,” she murmurs, brushing the dog’s ears with her fingers when she moves into the hallway. Ebon lands on my shoulder as I follow Kate down the creaking stairs and into the kitchen, aware that her attention is on me the entire time.

Brooks is making breakfast, and Marlowe is seated at the table, two sets of bruised and scabbed knuckles resting on the surface.

Kate pauses beside him.

“Why not use some salve on your wounds?” she asks, as if she isn’t curious as to why he’s got two bruised hands instead of one. He flicks his dark eyes up to hers. Then over to mine. His gaze narrows, daring me to say something.

I raise a brow, curious to see what happens between them. He fucked her, but he’s combative, like it’s Kate’s fault that he finds her attractive.

“Well, where is it?” Kate demands when Lo sits there, doing nothing. Brooks plates a stack of much prettier pancakes than I’m capable of—probably from scratch. He’s from a time period when people cooked most of their shit from scratch.

“We don’t know how to make that salve without ingredients from the Witchwoods. You want to waste it on my temper tantrums?” Marlowe asks Kate, but the bite in his words is dulled. He looks defeated, turning to stare out the sliding doors to the deck and the forest beyond.

Kate sighs and retrieves a first-aid kit from the bathroom. I know because I follow her over there.

Instead of getting angry this time, she turns and leans her hip against the counter, tapping the orange box against her palm.

“All of this anger, this sulking, I’m already tired of it,” she admits, and I nod, crossing my arms and leaning against the doorframe. Ebon flits from my shoulder to the curtain rod and caws at us, peering at her own reflection in the bathroom mirror.

“Me, too, kitten.” I look my witchy wife over and she blushes, making me smile. “What’s the matter, Kate? You’re not feeling shy, are you?”

“I might be,” she admits, doing that thing where she pushes her tongue against the inside of her cheek. The whole display makes my mind flash back to last night, her on her knees, lips straining to stretch around my girth, saliva wet and shiny on her chin. And the way she swallowed? Seems she likes the taste of me as much as I like the taste of her. “You’re ... a lot different than Nathan.”

Nathan. I narrow my eyes. I could kill him and get away with it; that wasn’t a joke. So long as he stays away from Kate, I suppose I’ll let him live. What a dumbass, letting a woman like this slip through his fingers.

I’m not going to make the same mistake.

“Fuck yes, thank you.” I push up off the wall and take a step closer to her, threading my fingers into her beautiful hair. It really is the right color for a witch, and I love the tangled silken nest of it in my fingers. Kate’s hair looks the hair of someone that’s been properly fucked. “Nathan pushed you away when he should’ve been chasing after you.”

That makes her smile, and when I press the palm of my hand against the side of her face, she leans into my touch.

“I guess ... I still don’t know why you’re doing this, but I have a crush on you, Tanner.” She exhales, like the admission is a big deal when it’s really nothing at all. The night she joined our coven, it was over. Done deal.

“A crush?” I laugh at that, sliding my fingers into her hair again. “Kate, this is so far beyond a crush that I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

Her cheeks flush angrily, and she tries to bat me away. Doesn’t work. I just tighten my grip and she glares at me.

“You’re lucky that I’m attracted to you, that I think you’ve got a good sense of humor. If I didn’t, you’d be packing up and leaving this house tonight. I’m halfway ready to ask Marlowe to move out.”

I grin and release her—but only because I think she’s cute. A crush? She has a crush on me?

“If that’s the case, then why did you let him join us?” I ask, raising a brow. Kate looks back at me, mildly confused, adorably embarrassed. Yeah, I’ve definitely never been with a woman like this before, and I’m liking it more than I ever thought I would.

“That was part of the ritual ...” she starts, and I scoff out a laugh, scratching at my temple in thought. “And the Numa Numa night was a mistake.”

“I meant just now, upstairs,” I explain, and she looks at me like she doesn’t understand.

Oh. Uh. Shit. She didn’t realize we switched places? Nah. It was obvious, so obvious it didn’t need saying.

“Like, I fucked you then Marlowe fucked you then—” I just stop talking because she’s gaping at me like I’m nuts.

Great.

I’m sure this’ll do wonders for their relationship.

“What do you ...” Kate doesn’t finish that question either. Instead, she shoves past me and exits the bathroom in a fury. I follow her into the kitchen just in time to see her pick up a pancake and throw it at Marlowe.

“What the fuck?” he grinds out as the pancake slaps him in the face. Kate throws another one before Brooks snatches her wrist to stop her.

“I enjoy cooking; I don’t like cleaning up my own wasted efforts. Stop.” Brooks stays calm. Can’t say the same for the other two.

“Are you insane?” Marlowe shouts as Kate pants angrily and stares him down, shaking all over.

“Upstairs ... that was ...” She looks over at me, at Brooks, back to Marlowe. “That was ... I thought you were Tanner.”

Marlowe and Kate stare at each other.

“You didn’t know it was me?” he asks, like he’s surprised to hear that. A dawning horror colors his voice as he exhales, and then shoves up from his chair. “You thought I was ...”

Marlowe takes off out the back door, leaving his plate untouched behind him.

Brooks gives me a look across the kitchen as Ebon lands on the fridge beside the cat, both of them mocking us with a scholarly condemnation. I lift my hands, signing a message that I don’t want Kate to hear.

“Marlowe, me, Kate, just now, threesome in the bedroom. She thought it was just me.”

Brooks closes his eyes for an abnormally long period of time, opening them only when Kate jerks her arm from his grip. It looks for a moment like she’s going to go after Marlowe, but then he turns around and comes right back.

His face is beet red, hands clenched into fists. Marlowe looks like he wants to yell at Kate, and clock me in the jaw.

“How could you not know?” he breathes out in that whispering hiss of his, the one he uses when what he wants to do is scream but knows he can’t. Never a good idea to start screaming in the Witchwoods.

“I don’t know you guys very well!” Kate yells back, putting her hands up to her cheeks and pressing her palms into them, like that may very well stifle the burn in her skin. I can tell she’s embarrassed, but goddamn, this is kind of funny.

A laugh bubbles up to my lips, and I slap a hand over my mouth to keep it back.

“Tanner, my God. Just don’t,” Brooks growls at me, but Kate and Marlowe haven’t even noticed.

They’re staring at each other across the kitchen, and the tension is rising fast.

“You had no idea ...” Marlowe yanks on his shirt in a nervous gesture, inadvertently bringing attention to the wet spot near the hem where his saliva soaked into it while he was biting down on the fabric. “You mean to tell me that you’re standing there with my cum dripping down your thighs, and you had no fucking clue that I put my dick in you? What the hell, Kate?”

She looks at me, and I hold up my hands in surrender.

“I assumed you knew, and that neither of you wanted to acknowledge it because ... issues.”

“Do not stir the pot,” Brooks signs to me, but it’s Marlowe that starts signing angrily back at the both of us.

“How could she not know that we had sex?” he asks, hands frantic and sloppy as he stumbles over the words. Brooks had a deaf sister growing up, so he knew sign language when he came into the woods. Taught it to me. We both taught it to Marlowe, but he only had eight months to learn. Let’s just say that he has a strong accent. “How could she possibly mix the two of us up?”

“This is a 'you’ problem,” Brooks explains calmly, giving Marlowe a strong look. “This is not her fault, and don’t you dare act like it is.”

“Fuck!” Marlowe stops signing and scrubs his hands through his hair as Kate looks helplessly between us, clearly unable to understand much of it. Or any of it at all, I guess. “My hands, my hips, my cock.”

Poor Lo. He looks absolutely broken over this, and I can’t figure out why. Hell, I could be offended that Kate couldn’t tell us apart either, but it’s just one of those funny new relationship type things.

“You didn’t make a single sound!” Kate yells back at him, eyeing the pancakes like she might throw another one in his direction. “Not one word, one gasp, one moan.”

Marlowe’s eyes are wide and dark, and he’s squeezing his hands so tightly that he’s opened up some of his wounds. He swipes the knuckles of his right hand across his lips, smearing blood. It’s a familiar sight to me, something we did every single day in the woods.

“Newsflash, Kate. I have fucking issues!” And this time, he really does scream the words. It’s like he’s finally realized we’re not living in the woods anymore. “When I fuck you, it feels like I’m having an affair.”

Kate kicks one of the chairs in frustration and Flick throws his head back in a mournful howl. I whistle and Ebon lands on my shoulder with a disgruntled ruffling of feathers. I stroke two fingers down her back as I watch Marlowe finally crack down the middle. With my other hand, I comfort the dog.

The cat is gleeful.

Kate blushes even more furiously, taking a few steps back like Lo’s words have wounded her.

“Well, then,” she whispers, blinking up at him. “Sorry that I’m not Miriam.”

His teeth clench and he comes up to stand directly in front of her. I tense, but Brooks uses his hands to tell me to relax, signing a warning that I know I should heed. Kate isn’t mine—rather she isn’t just mine. I wish she were, but I can’t start shit with the other men. Marlowe, in particular.

I owe Marlowe; I know that.

His eyes flash to mine, like he can sense what I’m thinking, before dropping back down to Kate.

“No,” he breathes out, grabbing onto her arm and smearing blood. Flick bares his teeth at him, but I shush the dog with a tsking sound that has him gluing himself to my leg. “You’re not Miriam.”

He yanks Kate closer, and she makes a sound that has me going wild. Marlowe looks at me again, daring me to start something. If I do, we’ll be in the backyard beating one another until one or the other of us can’t stand.

I don’t think Kate would appreciate that.

His eyes drop back to her.

“You’re nothing like Miriam. I have a feeling that if you saw me disappear into the Witchwoods, that you’d stick your hand in that goddamn tree. You wouldn’t abandon your boyfriend; you could barely handle leaving that nosy-ass detective down there.”

He releases her and takes off, heading outside at a rapid, angry clip.

“Marlowe!” Kate shouts, chasing after him.

Brooks and I exchange a look.

“Did he just compliment her?” I ask as Brooks’ gaze follows the pair of them out the door. “Did he just tell Kate that she’s better than Miriam?”

“You didn’t think to let her know that you two were changing places on her?” Brooks asks me dryly, but I ignore him, rolling up one of the pancakes into a tube and taking a bite off the end of it.

Fuck. Fuck, that’s good. I thought the crappy ones I made the other day were like heaven. This is on a whole other level. No raw batter in these babies.

“Didn’t think it needed saying,” I tell him, noting the gleam of envy in his gaze. Brooks tries to hide it, but it’s there. He says he doesn’t like Kate, but I don’t believe him. Maybe that was true at the start, but it certainly isn’t the case anymore.

I head outside just in time to see Marlowe break my woman’s hand.
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Kate

I am beyond embarrassed right now, but I can’t let Marlowe walk away—especially not after what he just said. I need to tell him that I spoke to Miriam on the phone, that we’re going to see her on Friday at her house in Bayside.

Basically, there’s no scenario right now where I can let him walk away.

He storms across the slightly (okay, fine, very) overgrown lawn and back to the tree that he beat up yesterday. The redwood doesn’t look the worse for wear; it’s only Marlowe who bears the scars of that fight.

He goes at it again, punching the tree with rapid-fire movements that bloody his already wounded knuckles. Teeth gritted, sweat beading on the back of his neck, white t-shirt sticking to his body. His arm muscles bunch beneath the ink on his skin as he rails on the tree like it’s every hurt feeling he’s ever had, like it’s the missing twenty years he should’ve had with his friends and family.

Like the tree is ... Tanner.

“Marlowe, stop!” I shout at him, the crack of his fists against the trunk making me feel queasy. He ignores me, beating himself up because he can’t do the same to Tanner. To Brooks. They might even deserve it if he did, but here we are, the four of us together. It wasn’t a choice, but it’s a circumstance, and we all need to figure out how to move forward. “Marlowe, I’m sorry.”

Nothing. He doesn’t even look at me. His inky hair falls across his sweaty forehead, and his eyes are nearly black. Pursing my lips, I throw my arms around his waist and cling on for dear life. Slows him down, but that’s about all that it does.

He won’t stop.

“I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you, Lo,” I tell him, wondering how in the actual fuck I could’ve missed that I was screwing a completely different guy. I feel stupid. I was buried so deeply in the warm, cozy blanket of lust that I ... I knew Marlowe was in the room, but I never expected him to touch me of his own free will. Wasn’t he the one who told me that he wouldn’t do it, no matter how much I begged? “We’re going to see Miriam on Friday, Marlowe. I called her. I talked to Miriam on the phone last night.”

None of that slows him down, blood spattering on my arms as he ruins his hands in a fruitless quest to feel better.

This stubborn fuck. I release his waist and throw my hand up to block his next punch. Not a great decision on my part. Marlowe’s fist connects with my palm, crushing my hand between the impressive force of his left arm and the unforgiving red bark of a giant sequoia.

Pain floods my head in a white storm, making me swoon as my mind registers a strange crunching sound that seems like it’s coming from inside my skull.

“What the fuck, Kate?!” Marlowe is yelling, but at least he’s stopped punching the tree. He catches me when I stumble, disoriented and confused. I’ve just experienced the worst pain I’ve ever felt in my life, and now all of that is gone? I’m numb. Numb and swaying. “Oh, Kate. Oh, shit.” He’s holding me, my back to his front. Marlowe’s left hand is curled around my wrist, preventing me from moving my hand. “I need the salve,” he tells Tanner who’s right fucking there, panting and wide-eyed. He looks like he might kill Marlowe.

Brooks is there, too, and he’s the one that takes off at a run to grab the salve.

“I’m okay,” I say, but my voice sounds like it’s coming from underwater. “I’m fine. Really, it’s all good.”

“Why ... Kate ... what the hell?” Marlowe is asking, his voice too close to my ear. Now that I let my mind drift back to our moment on the bed, I can see how ridiculous it was that I ever mistook his touch for Tanner’s. “Why would you do something like that?” He sounds like he’s pleading with me, taking me down to the grass to sit in his lap.

Marlowe’s legs are splayed on either side of me, his right arm wrapped tight around my waist while his left one keeps my hand immobile. He’s squeezing my wrist so hard that the blood flow is interrupted. That’s probably why my hand doesn’t hurt when I can see clearly how red and swollen it is. There’s no doubt that he broke several bones with that hit.

Tanner squats in front of us, breathing hard, the sunlight caught in his black and gold hair.

“Look at me, kitten,” he commands, and I lift my gaze from my hand to his face. There’s so much rage there, but he holds it back out of concern for me. That level of self-restraint is sexy to me. I force a smile that trembles a bit. Shock? Adrenaline? I don’t know what it is, but I’m shaking. “It’ll be okay. The salve will take care of it. You’ll be just fine in a few minutes.”

Brooks reappears, kneeling down on my left side and unscrewing the top on the glass jar. I can smell that pungent minty medicinal scent right away.

“Give it to me,” Marlowe says, his voice low and tortured. He releases my wrist to grab the jar, and I gasp in pain. I might even lose consciousness, but it’s for such a small period of time that I’m not sure if it was just a long pain-induced blink or not. “This is going to hurt, but it’s only temporary. The pain is only temporary.” He repeats that several more times in a low, steady murmur, gathering half the jar in his hands and then grasping mine.

I definitely pass out that time, slumping back against him as Marlowe massages the salve into my ruined hand. I’m vaguely aware of the men speaking around me, but I’m not cognizant enough to understand what they’re saying for several minutes.

“I didn’t mean to do that,” Marlowe murmurs, voice rife with guilt. “I’m sorry, Kate. I’m so fucking sorry.”

When I open my eyes, the first thing I notice is that Marlowe’s knuckles have stopped bleeding. Some of the excess salve has gotten on the wounds, and they’re starting to close up. I smile at that. Mission accomplished.

Tanner reaches out and takes my chin in his fingers, meeting my gaze in the cheery sunlit yard. Birds are chirping and my cat, Stix, is now lounging in the weeds, black tail swishing as she watches us with curious yellow eyes.

Flick is barking, front paws pressed to the ground in a bow, ass in the air. He’s concerned about me, and for good reason. Even with the salve, the pain in my hand is overwhelming.

“Talk to us,” Tanner instructs as Brooks settles down into a cross-legged position on our left. I can tell he wants to rip into Marlowe, but that he’s also composed enough to wait until later.

“Don’t punish him for this,” I warn them both, and I feel Marlowe stiffen up behind me. “It was an accident. I threw my hand in front of his on purpose.”

“He shouldn’t have been punching the tree in the first place.” Brooks’ voice is steady, but there’s a thread of iron in it that tells me he’ll be punishing Marlowe whether I like it or not. If he thinks our Westwoods needs a spanking, he’ll give it to him.

Marlowe is breathing hard and fast behind me, and his hands on mine are trembling as he continues to massage the swollen, painful flesh.

“I don’t care,” I tell Brooks, my own breath coming in sharp pants. Now that the injuries are fading, it’s hurting more. I guess my body’s natural defenses are waning, the adrenaline draining away into the grass beneath us. “He’s entitled to all of that rage.” I look Brooks dead in the face. “You dragged Tanner into a mess in order to dig yourself out of one. Tanner did the same to Marlowe.” I swallow. “And in turn, Marlowe did the same to me. I feel like I have the right to ask for some special favors, especially with how overbearing and rude you guys are. Leave him alone.”

Lo goes completely still, his hands cradling mine with care.

I turn over my shoulder to find myself nose to nose with Marlowe Waverley. My mind flashes to that image of him in the Witchwoods, that awful expression on his face that said he didn’t want to hurt me, but that he’d do it anyway.

“If I hadn’t asked you to stop in the woods, what would you have done?” I whisper, and he closes his eyes. Doesn’t pull away from me though which is a good sign.

“Fucked you,” he says, shame coloring his voice like a dark and severe poison. “Then walked away after.” He opens those black glass eyes of his to stare at me. “You could’ve gone home that night with the trauma of an unwanted tryst in the woods and nothing else.”

I don’t say anything, turning back to look at Tanner. At Brooks.

I can finally feel my fingers, can even move them a little. My whole hand is stiff and sore, but it doesn’t look like it’s been pulverized with a meat mallet.

Marlowe leans over my shoulder, his cheek brushing against mine. I get goose bumps, but I pretend like they’re from the pain instead of the thought that this man and I had sex this morning, and I didn’t even know it.

“Miriam and Dennis live in Bayside, just around the corner from the golf course,” I tell him, and he pauses the massaging of my hand to listen. Nobody speaks, waiting for me to finish up. “She’s expecting us on Friday afternoon. Well, she’s expecting me and my boyfriend, Marlowe Junior.”

“What the fuck?” Marlowe murmurs, but his voice is as soft-edged as I’ve ever heard it. “She’ll take one look at me and know.”

A tiny flare of jealousy ignites in my stomach. I want Marlowe to feel like he’s having an affair when he thinks about Miriam, not when he’s fucking me. The thought hits so suddenly that it gives me whiplash.

“I don’t care. We’re going. You need this.” We both turn to look at each other at the same time and our mouths brush. Oh. Wow. I get little flutters in my stomach that he absolutely does not deserve seeing as he just punched me.

Marlowe puts his fingers on the side of my face, and then he kisses me. Actually kisses me. There’s no tongue, but it’s purposeful.

We’re both breathing a little strangely when I finally get up the strength to extricate myself from his grip. Tanner helps me to my feet, holding onto my hips a little longer than necessary to make sure that I’m standing upright.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to him, feeling the embarrassment creep up the back of my neck. Now that the pain is mostly gone, I’m mortified all over again. “I don’t know how I could’ve missed something so ... obvious.”

Tanner puts his hand on the side of my neck and leans down toward me, his face dark with a devotion I didn’t ask for but that I like. Shit.

“I’ll just have to fuck you better, so you never mistake me for anyone else.” Tanner gently pats me on the shoulder before standing up and moving away. He tucks one hand in his pocket, winks, and then steals my dog when he takes off for the deck.

Flick, you unloyal ball of fluff.

“I’m not happy with this situation, but I also just made hot pancakes from scratch. They’re getting cold while you throw tantrums.” Brooks’ words are directed at Marlowe. He glances curiously in my direction, and I can just see the question etched all over his face. How did you not know, Kate? I’m sure you’d have never mistook ME.

It’s just a look, but I hear all of that on some weird, invisible wavelength between us called human intuition. This has nothing to do with being a witch and everything to do with being human.

Brooks smirks slightly as he turns and takes off after Tanner.

I look over in time to see Marlowe scowl, the edge of his lip lifting up in a familiar sneer.

“Smug motherfucker,” he murmurs, like the situation we were just in is somehow Brooks’ fault, too, like this moment goes all the way back to the idea of Brooks being the first of us to be trapped in the Witchwoods.

“You’re not going to do that, are you?” I ask, cradling my injured hand with the other, both of them pressed to my sun-warmed shirt. It’s not just spattered with paint now, but with Marlowe’s blood.

He turns to me and ... something incredible happens.

That sneer slips off his mouth, and I see someone that actually looks like the photo on their missing poster. My lips part, and I realize that I might be looking at a fragment of the Marlowe that Miriam used to know.

“Do what?” he asks, as if he didn’t just fuck me without me realizing it. As if he didn’t beat himself up by punching a tree. As if he didn’t punch me.

“Blame Brooks for a situation that was created entirely by the pair of us.”

“I—” Marlowe’s mouth opens, but he doesn’t get much further than that. He purses his lips, little flecks of blood dotted across his face. His own blood. “Fuck.”

I nod, turning away and looking up to see Tanner’s crow flying in circles above us. Like a vulture. I face Marlowe again, and it’s admittedly weird.

This feels so fucking weird, like we just met five minutes ago. We have no idea who the other person is, but we both want to try.

“We’re both terrified of being left,” I whisper, and Marlowe’s eyes widen. He takes a step away from me rather than toward me, looks me over like he’s never seen me before.

“How could you not realize that I was inside of you?” he asks, and I cringe. I thought I’d said something truly profound out loud just now, but he doesn’t care to acknowledge the truth in it.

“Because I’ve only had sex with you ... thrice now? And Tanner a handful more. What am I supposed to do? Recognize your smells? You’re not book boyfriends, Marlowe. It takes a long time to learn somebody’s scent.”

I don’t think about the truth in that, of how powerful the sense of smell is. I can still grab one of those folded towels from the linen closet downstairs, press it to my face and close my eyes. Inhale. Remember my Grandma, the person who was my mom and my dad, my sister and my best friend, all at the same time.

What would she think about all this, Kate? I wonder, staring at Marlowe as he swallows and stares back at me, hair wet with sweat and falling over his dark brows and into his eyes. She would tell me to recognize the path that I’m on, and figure out how best to climb this mountain until I reach its peak.

“I’m truly sorry, Kate,” he tells me, in the most serious voice I’ve heard from him yet. It almost looks disjointed, the shape of his mouth and the sound of those words. I’m almost certain I’ve misheard him. “Both for what I just did to your hand and also for what I did to you in the woods. That was an assault, and it’s fucked up, but the worst part is that I would do it again. I would go back in time and do it all over again.”

My turn to swallow a lump.

Life is complicated, and so are people. This is intense. Yikes.

“Can’t I just have the witch fantasy, and the three hot guys without all of this emotional stuff?” I ask. It’s supposed to be a joke, but Marlowe just shakes his head.

“No.” He’s completely serious, standing there and waiting for me to acknowledge what he’s just said.

“Not every action deserves forgiveness, Marlowe. I don’t forgive you for what you’ve done. The thing is, we can either go our separate ways or I can keep you in my life. There are only two choices. In order to make the second one work, I have to move past it. If we get to know each other, then maybe you’ll rethink that. Maybe you’ll get to a point where you wish you’d left me alone and never gotten me involved in this.”

He purses his lips, clenching and unclenching his fingers. My eyes drift to that wet spot on the lower half of his shirt. His saliva. Our mixed juices, too, probably. I’m sure I felt that shirt brush my ass. It was so obvious, Kate. Goddamn it. Maybe I just didn’t want to admit that I hoped Marlowe would join us? It was a crazy thought to even have.

“I knew within five minutes of going through the Witch’s Tree that Miriam wasn’t the right girl for me.” Marlowe tucks his hands into the pockets of his joggers, looking down at the grass and crunching his forehead. “Fuck, I should mow this.”

Something about that statement makes my skin prickle. Not because of some silly idea that a man’s in the house, so he can mow the lawn or anything like that. It’s just ... nice having somebody to split life up with. My grandma and I did that. But this is ... really different.

“She wasn’t the right girl because she didn’t follow you in?” I ask, and Marlowe sighs, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. He rolls his head on his neck for a minute while he thinks. When he looks down at me again, he’s caught somewhere between his smile on the missing poster and the monster with the metal mask that dragged me into hell alongside him.

“Exactly. I was hurt. I hated her for a while. I wanted a woman by my side who’d follow me into hell without a second thought.” His face gets even uglier, and I realize with a shock then that it’s not just Brooks that he’s mad at: it’s Miriam. “Maybe I still hate her even now? She knew exactly where I was, and when I didn’t come back, why didn’t she come for me?”

“Who knows what her direction would be?” I ask, because it’s true. What if Miriam had come after Marlowe, spoken in the woods, and ended up trapped as another South, like Brooks? Or an East like Tanner? The only direction she could’ve been was North, and then—

It wouldn’t have been my position. The thought makes me feel irrationally irritated.

“It’s fucked up, right? If I really loved her, I should’ve been happy that she was safe, that she never followed me into the tree. And you know what?” Marlowe takes a step closer to me, and his expression darkens even further. The shadow he casts on the tree behind him has wings, like a bat. “I was happy. But then I realized I never wanted a partner like Miriam. I wanted the one who’d follow me into hell.” He lifts his fingers to my chin, smoothing a thumb across my lips. I part them, and his eyes widen in surprise. He traces the shiny inside of my lower lip instead. “Maybe one day, you’ll get to know me and you will be the one who changes their mind.”

“What if we both change our minds?” I ask as he withdraws his thumb, stares at the shiny surface of it, and then slips it into his mouth. Marlowe lifts his dark eyes up to look at me. I feel like I might be in serious trouble here. Some sort of metaphorical cauldron has bubbled over, and I’m looking into the eyes of a beautiful nightmare.

“It’s all hypothetical anyway. We’ll never know, and you’re fucking stuck with me. I thought Tanner made that clear? We’re not leaving.” He watches me carefully there in the mild, sea-soaked sunshine. There’s already a thick layer of fog rolling in, and I resist the urge to sigh. Thanks, Eureka. Lovely weather.

“We’re both terrified,” I remind him, and he sighs.

“Kate, I’m not terrified. I’ve already seen the kind of person that you are. If we hadn’t been there, you would’ve put your hand in that tree and tried to help that detective.” Marlowe shakes his head, reaching up to press the heel of his left hand against his temple. He closes his eyes. “If you were willing to risk your life for him, then I’m sure you’d risk your life for me.” A pause as he opens his eyes. “If I were your boyfriend.”

“Are you my boyfriend?” I ask him, but he just smiles tightly at me.

“Better than that. I’m your coven.” He stops talking, and I decide I’m done with this conversation, too. It’s so deep, and I just want a break.

“Miriam on Friday,” I repeat, and he rolls his eyes at me. I doubt he’ll be this carefree when the actual day rolls around, but it’s nice that he’s trying. “She wants to meet your son. I’ll have you know that she cussed me out when I first told her my story, said I was an attention-hungry fraud and a sicko who preys on other peoples’ grief.”

Marlowe’s lips twitch into a near smile, and that irrational sense of jealousy rises in me again. Maybe this meeting with Miriam will be therapeutic for both of us? I can’t date this guy when a crisis like this is hanging over my head.

“Sounds like Miriam,” is his response. “How’d you convince her?”

“Well,” I start, drawing my phone from my back pocket and holding it out to him. He looks down at it and narrows his eyes. “We’re twenty years into the future, Lo. We can send picture messages instantly. Isn’t that spectacular?”

“You really have no idea what it was like to live in 2004, do you?” he asks, and I shrug. I do know, but I enjoy teasing him about it.

“Want me to play the song for you again?” I ask, tapping my way to Spotify and searching for Numa Numa. The actual song—Dragostea din tei—by O-zone pops right up.

Marlowe takes another step closer to me, leaning down to get in my space.

“If you play that song—whenever or wherever we are—I will carry out my original threat. Didn’t I prove that the other night when I came all over your pearly skin?”

“You broke my hand today—in several places. What right do you have to tease me about anything?” It’s supposed to be a joke, but then he turns to look at me, and we’re standing really close again.

Marlowe curls his lips at me, and then takes off across the yard without waiting for me to follow.

He stops suddenly at the bottom of the steps, and I slam into his back. He looks over his shoulder at me, expression softening.

“I’ll take care of you today,” he says, almost choking on the words. “To make up for that.”

He steps aside and gestures for me to walk up the stairs ahead of him.

What. the. actual. fuck?

“I think Marlowe might not be feeling well today,” I suggest when I take a seat at the table and Brooks slips behind my chair.

“This is Brooks,” he tells me, patting my shoulder from behind. “I just want you to know at all times who’s behind you.” He laughs, and my mouth gapes open.

“You’re right, Kate,” Marlowe tells me as he takes a seat on my left. “I’m not feeling well today. Because I’m such a forgettable fuck that a woman doesn’t even know when she’s slept with me.”

My entire face is red as I slap a pat of butter onto my somehow-still-warm pancakes. Brooks sees my confusion and snaps his fingers, drawing flame into the tips. Right. There’s the witch stuff again. I smile in relief and try to pretend like I’m less embarrassed than I am.

“Better hurry and eat,” Tanner teases, folding an entire pancake into his mouth and swallowing it. He makes the whole thing look easy, too. And then he digs a treat out of his pocket and charms my dog again. Flick is gazing into his eyes like he’s found his new daddy. What a brat. “We’ll be late to work.”

“You’re not upset at all?” Marlowe asks him, like maybe he wishes that Tanner was crying in the corner or something. “That she doesn’t know you from dick?” He smirks at his own joke.

“I didn’t do my job. I didn’t fuck my name into her, and that’s a me problem.” Tanner slaps a hand on Marlowe’s shoulder and makes him scowl. “Stop sulking and realize that the only person who can fix this is you. I’ll have to be a better man for my woman.”

“Fucking simp,” Marlowe retorts in a grumble, but Tanner gives him the deadliest, coldest expression I’ve ever seen in my life. Oh, yeah. My second assessment was the correct one: Tanner is the worst.

“You damn well better bet that I am. Whatever she wants, I’ll give it to her. Anything.” He smiles. “All she has to do is show up.”

I realize that the game Tanner is playing in his head—like the one that Marlowe is playing, wondering if I’d surrender myself to hell alongside him—is hypothetical. Whether I would kick them out of my life or whether Tanner would actually leave if I asked him, we don’t have to know. We will never know.

And that’s okay.

I smile as I lift my fork and knife to cut into the pancakes.

The Hag’s face stares back at me from the slice of silver in my right hand.

I drop it on the floor, and the room goes quiet.

We can all hear it now: the rhythmic thump, thump, thump of wings.

To Be Continued…


Excerpt of ‘Come Dance With the Witchwood Boys’

Chapter One

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 says 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. He shifts 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. “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.


[image: ]

Humans: pets, meat, or mates.
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Three Husbands, four kids, one new boyfriend. 
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We are all mad for you here. 


KEEP UP WITH ALL THE FUN … AND EARN SOME FREE BOOKS!
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JOIN THE C.M. STUNICH NEWSLETTER— Get three free books just for signing up http://eepurl.com/DEsEf

FOLLOW ME ON TIKTOK, BABE— There are like three videos @CMStunich

FRIEND ME ON FACEBOOK— Okay, I’m actually at the 5,000 friend limit, but if you click the “follow” button on my profile page, you’ll see way more of my killer posts https://facebook.com/cmstunich 

CHECK OUT THE NEW SITE— TBA (still under construction) but it looks kick-a$$ so far, right?http://www.cmstunich.com

AMAZON, BABY— If you click the follow button here, you’ll get an email each time I put out a new book. Pretty sweet, huh?http://amazon.com/author/cmstunich

INSTAGRAM— Cute cat pictures. And half-naked guys. Yep, that again. http://instagram.com/cmstunich

GRAB A SMOKIN’ HOT READ— Best place to find the most up to date Information is my readers group http://www.facebook.com/groups/thebookishbatcave. I often pop in here to answer questions and participate in discussions!

P.S. I heart the f*ck out of you! Thanks for reading! I love your faces.

<3 C.M. Stunich
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About the Author

C.M. Stunich is a socially awkward hermit chick with a fondness for bats. As both a mood reader and a mood writer, she’s into all genres - just so long as they have romance.

When not writing about tattooed alpha-holes, she can be found penning alien smut or spicy slow-burn romances featuring bubble tea. If we’re talking romantasy, she’s a sucker for the cranky prince trope.

Caitlin lives with her spouse in the Pacific Northwest with too many border collies and a black cat who bites (and also sees ghosts). They are all weirdly obsessed with K-pop and K-dramas (especially the cat).
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