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Chapter 1



I woke up with a sore back and a throbbing headache. I sat up, groaning as my back screamed at me. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I took a look around me as I tried to remember where I was. It was dark, and a dull red light shined out behind me. I turned, coming face to face with the Venus and Mars altar.

“Shit,” I scrambled backwards, the action harder than it normally would have been as my pants were pulled down to my knees.

What the fuck?

Then it hit me. All of the memories of the previous night came flooding back. The heat, the ritual, and the…

“Luna!” My head jerked around as I searched for the woman, but it was only me laying on the dusty floor.

I moved fast, standing up as best as I could, and pulling my pants up in one motion. The altar was still glowing, although it was different than it had been last night. Or earlier? It was hard to tell what time it was down here without any windows.

The word Actus was glowing at the top of the altar. It shone like someone was shining a red floodlight through the back of it. Otherwise, the altar remained the same as it was. Just as old, but now with an extra eeriness that made my skin crawl.

I turned away from it and headed towards the stairs, taking them two at a time.

“Luna!” I called as I entered the kitchen. The room was empty, the dishes that had been cleaned from last night still sat in the drying rack. It didn’t look like anyone else had been in yet, and when I looked out the window I saw it was still dark. Either it was still night, or possibly early morning.

I went up to the second floor, my ears prickling as I picked up the sound of a shower running. The bathroom door was cracked, and I debated on whether or not I should knock. Deciding that the anxiety of it was too much, I rapped gently on the wood. The door creaked as it opened a bit more, and the shower curtain rustled.

“Luna?” I called. “Are you in there?”

A soap covered head popped out on the other side of the curtain, hiding the rest of the body from view. I jumped a little as Luna laughed at me.

“Oh! You’re awake! That’s good,” she smiled. “I tried to wake you, but you were pretty out of it, so I figured you’d want to sleep some more.”

I rubbed a finger over one of my eyes. “Do you know what time it is?”

“It’s a little after three a.m. I seriously needed a shower, but you’re welcome to it after me, or…” she smirked. “You can join me if you want.”

I flushed. “Well…I⁠—”

She giggled. “It’s not like we haven’t seen each other naked. Oh, actually I guess you saw me naked, but I only saw you partially naked.”

“That’s okay,” I shook my head, hoping to stop this more it spiralled too much. “I’ll just wait until you’re done.”

“Okay!”

She disappeared back into the shower, and I went to the bedroom that I had picked out earlier that day to wait until she was done. There was a digital clock that sat on the end table beside the bed. The yellow digits read 3:27, and I fought to piece together the timeline from last night.

I had made dinner around six, after the sun had started to set. That had taken thirty, maybe forty minutes? Then clean up must have taken another fifteen minutes, and during that was when me and Luna had started hooking up.

I shook my head. I was still a little foggy on the details, but it had felt almost like I had been possessed. One minute I was just fine, and the next I was lusting after Luna. Not that I didn’t think she was attractive, because I did, but I had never been that impulsive before in my life.

Then there was her perspective. She had just seemed her usual chippy self, but was that because she was trying not to make a big deal out of it? Well, she had been the one to suggest it in the first place, so maybe she was completely fine, and this was just a normal everyday weekend for her.

There was a knock on my door, and I was yanked out of my mental spiral.

Luna stood in the doorway, a towel wrapped around her body and one wrapped around her head.

“Hey, George. Shower’s free.”

“Thanks,” I said. She started to leave, and I felt the need to call out to her, “Wait!”

She stopped, looking at me with a tilted head. “You okay, George?”

“That’s, uh…kind of what I wanted to ask you,” I admitted. “Are you okay? Or I guess, are we okay?”

“Yeah,” she giggled. “It’s just sex. Pretty good sex I thought.”

“I–yeah. Yeah it was…pretty good.”

Fuck. I’m supposed to be a writer and suddenly I can’t talk at all.

She smiled. “It’s fine. We did exactly what we were supposed to. Get some sleep, and we can talk about it more in the morning, okay?”

I nodded, and she gave me a quick two finger salute before she went into her own bedroom. I stood up, and went to go take my own shower.

Sage had been correct earlier. The water pressure was phenomenal. It beat heavily against my body and I groaned as it hit all of the sore muscles in my back. I stood under the water for a long time. I still had no idea what was happening here, but I couldn’t deny any longer that it didn’t exist. I had felt something, and I had seen something that was unexplainable by anything that I knew to be true. Luna had said we would talk more in the morning, and maybe then I could get some more answers.

I turned the water off, drying myself with one of the towels that had been provided in the bathroom, and went back to my room. However, as I laid down in the bed, I found that I was actually wide awake. I glanced at the clock. It was 3:58. Only a couple of hours until the sun came up anyway.

I sat up, and pawed through my suitcase for my laptop. Even if I didn’t have WiFi, I could at least read over my draft and edit it for my needs. I pulled up the Word document, and looked at the last words I had written:

He didn’t know how to tell her

That was it. I sighed, looking at the words and remembering how bad my writer’s block had been the last several months. I couldn’t even remember where I had been going with the sentence. I hit the backspace until the words had been completely erased from my memory. The blinking cursor seemed to mock me as I stared at the blank page.

And then, I typed a new sentence. Then another. Then another. The words somehow seemed to flow out of me, even though I didn’t have access to my notes or my outlines. My hands moved almost of their own accord, but the words were all mine. I continued typing until I saw the early streams of sunlight cut across the window blinds.

I stared at the screen in amazement. Somehow, in the span of two hours, I had managed to write more words than I had in three months. There was a deep swell of pride in my chest, ballooning outwards as my body hummed in excitement.

Even as I was thrilled by this accomplishment, my eyes felt heavy again. I had barely slept, and it seemed I was finally ready to crash after everything that had happened. I put my laptop away, and climbed back into the bed.

No sooner than my head hit the pillow, I was being awoken by a pounding on my door. I sat up, blinking in the brightened room as I glanced at the clock. 11:15. I must have been more exhausted than I thought. Another banging knock stole my attention. It sounded like someone was hitting the side of their fist against the wood.

“George! You awake?”

I recognized the voice as Sage’s. I couldn’t hear her that well through the door, so I just shouted, “Come in!”

The door swung open, and Sage stormed in. She wore a red flannel tossed over a black tank top and jeans. She glanced at me, eyes widening and cheeks reddening as she quickly looked away.

“Fucking hell,” she grunted. “Next time you tell someone they can come in, make sure you put on some clothes first.”

I looked down. I had gone to bed naked, but the blanket was covering the lower half of my body. Was she that embarrassed at just seeing my bare chest?

“Sorry,” I offered. “Did you need something?”

Sage huffed, crossing her arms over her chest. She still refused to look at me. “Group meeting downstairs. Now.”

“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” I said.

She twisted around, stomping back out of my room and slamming the door behind her. I shook my head, throwing off the blanket to begin getting dressed. I put on the first clothes that sat at the top of my suitcase; a black t-shirt and a pair of jeans. I didn’t feel the need to take my time to look especially nice. Besides, Sage made it seem like something urgent was happening, and truthfully I did want to talk to Luna, too.

The women were already waiting for me when I arrived downstairs. They were all seated on the couch, but I noticed that they were all situated a little closer than they had been last night. There was a large stack of books pulled from the shelf and piled on top of the coffee table.

“Good morning!” Luna greeted me. She was draped in her yellow cardigan again, but this time it was over a pair of grey sweats and a white t-shirt.

Isla smiled up at me. Her red hair was loose today, cascading down her shoulders over a pretty yellow sundress.

“Your dress looks nice,” I told her, and her smile widened.

“I borrowed it from Luna. I didn’t have anything else to wear.” she explained.

“So,” Luna clapped her hands together. “Should we talk about the elephant in the room, or do you want to continue pretending like I don’t know what I’m talking about again?”

Sage scoffed. “Just because you and George hooked up last night, doesn’t mean it was some big magical thing.”

“You told them about that?” I asked Luna. I could feel my face reddening.

“Of course I did,” Luna said. “And especially since Isla came to me asking questions about last night⁠—”

Sage jumped to her feet, standing over Isla. “What did you tell her?”

Isla blinked up at her. “Just the truth. About how we felt the pull, and⁠—”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of! It’s all a part of the process.” Luna explained.

“Like hell it is!” Sage cried. “Just like it’s none of my business what you and George did, it’s also none of your business what Isla and I⁠—”

“Did you two have sex?” I blurted out as the pieces clicked in my head.

Sage’s mouth snapped shut, but she refused to make eye contact with me. Isla looked down in mild embarrassment as she played with the hem of her dress.

“Isla told me that she and Sage felt the same things we did.” Luna answered. “The heat, the string drawing them together. Though, I suspect that it wasn’t quite as intense since they weren’t at the altar.”

Sage huffed. “Plenty of things can contribute to the need for heightened stimulation. We were stressed, we were overwhelmed, we had been talking about sex earlier that day. There’s plenty of explanation besides your magical bullshit.”

“As much as I wish that’s all it was,” I said. “I’m going to have to agree with Luna on this one.”

She grinned at me, and Sage scowled.

“What? Just to give you an excuse to have more sex?” She tilted her head. “Not good enough to get any on your own?”

“Oh, I can assure you that George was very good if that’s what you’re worried about.”

I didn’t know if I should thank her, or be proud of that, or melt into a puddle. Sage made a face.

“Look,” I started, hoping for a change in subject. “All I know is that I felt something wanting Luna and I to have sex. Not like force, it was more like…encouraging? Is that what you two felt?”

Isla nodded. “Yeah, yeah it felt like that.”

Sage said nothing.

“Then did anyone have any weird dreams?” I asked.

The other three women looked at me as if I were suddenly saying things that were too strange.

Luna snapped out of it first. “What kind of a dream?”

“I was on a beach, and there was a woman,” I explained. “Well, she kept changing her appearance, but I knew it was the same one. And she told me that we needed to complete the ritual or there would be consequences.”

“What kind of consequences?” Sage asked.

I shrugged. “She didn’t elaborate. I woke up before I could ask.”

Luna was nodding like things were starting to make sense to her. “After George and I finished, the first word on the altar started to glow. That must mean that there are three parts to this. One for each word.”

“Do you know what they mean?” I asked. “The first word, I think it was actus?”

“It’s Latin,” Sage answered, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “It means action. The second word, flagranti, refers to passion. The last is amor, which is⁠—.”

“Love,” Isla finished.

Sage nodded. “Yeah.”

“You speak Latin?” I asked her.

Sage glared at me. “I’m a PhD student doing my dissertation about fungi. Of course I know Latin.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“Is that why you were out hiking? You were looking at mushrooms?” Luna asked.

“That’s…an oversimplification.” It was the only answer Sage seemed willing to give at the moment.

“So, this ritual,” I started, bringing the conversation back around. “We completed the first one it seems, so do we just have to do the same thing again tonight? To avoid whatever these consequences are?”

“I’m not sure if it’s going to be the exact same thing,” Luna said. “Sex is a part of it, of course, but I think there has to be something different about each night. I can’t be sure. Which is why I brought down all of these.” She gestured to the books on the table.

I picked one up, examining the cover. It was old, leather bound with gold calligraphy scrolled across the top.

“The Cycles of Venus,” I read. “You think these will help us?”

“I’m willing to bet that these books will explain it all better than I can by myself.” Luna pointed out. “They were left here for us for a reason.”

Right. I forgot that she believed in things like destiny and fate. Though, I suppose I was starting to believe in those, too.

Isla sat up, grabbing a book off the top of the closest pile to her. Sage shook her head.

“I think I need another drink,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen.

I sat down at the end of the couch with my book and began to flip through the pages. It seemed to detail all about the different cycles that women experience, and how each one represented a part of Venus.

“Here,” Luna snatched the book out of my hand before replacing it with a new one. “I think this one might be more beneficial to you.”

“Virillity,” I read. “Why is this more beneficial to me?”

“Its focus is more on Mars,” Luna explained. “Which is who you are representing. We are all representing Venus.”

“Why does Venus need more than one representative?”

Luna pursed her lips. “I think it has something to do with how she’s the goddess of love and beauty. There’s no one real standard of beauty, it’s subjective. So like how you said she appeared to you as multiple women, she also needs multiple women to properly represent her power. Mars only needs one.”

“So I could have just been any man?” I asked. For some reason, the thought of being that replaceable in this stung. I hadn’t asked to be here, but now that I was, I had hoped it was for some kind of higher purpose.

Luna shook her head. “No. We all need to be compatible. That’s why I asked for everyone’s star signs. We all share similar traits, goals, and aspirations. That’s very important. We may only need one man, but it had to be you, George.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the reassurance. “Thanks, Luna.”

We settled in with our books and began reading. Sage was gone for a while, but it gave the rest of us plenty of quiet time to see what we could figure out. When Sage did finally reappear, she begrudgingly grabbed a book, sat on the floor, and casually flipped through it. I assumed she wasn’t paying attention to any of the words, but she was the first person to break our silence.

“I think I found something,” she said. She brought the book up closer to her face, running her finger along the words. “It’s talking about flagranti, and the different ways that passion can be interpreted.”

Luna scooted down to the floor and moved to sit beside her. “How can it be interpreted?”

Sage shrugged. “It doesn’t make the most sense. It mostly goes on and on about the explosive connection that people can have, how the line between love and hate is thin. It doesn’t exactly give out clear instructions.”

Luna tapped her chin with her finger. “Perhaps that’s a clue as to who has to perform the ritual next. We already know George will be there, but it comes down to you and Isla.”

“Explosive connection doesn’t really sound like me…” Isla said.

Sage leapt to her feet, throwing the book aside. “You don’t think that means me do you?”

“It does say love and hate can almost feel interchangeable,” Luna pointed out.

Sage glanced at me, and I held up my hands innocently.

“Hey, look, I’m just along for the ride now.”

“I am not going to have sex with you,” Sage sneered. “This is ridiculous, I don’t even know why I’m playing along. There’s no such thing as magic rituals or goddesses. I’m a scientist for fuck’s sake! I don’t need this!”

She stomped up the stairs, each footstep reverberating loudly through the cabin until they heard the bedroom door slam shut.

Isla shifted in her seat. “Should I…?”

“No,” I stood. “I’ll talk to her this time.”

Luna nodded in agreement.

I took a deep breath, and headed for the bedroom that Sage was using. Bracing myself, I knocked lightly on the door. To my surprise, I heard her call out, “It’s open.”

I opened the door and found Sage sitting on the edge of the bed. She looked up and her face was as open and vulnerable as I had ever seen it before. But it was gone in the next second as she processed it was me who had come to talk to her.

She went back to her usual scowl. “I thought you were Isla.”

“Would you rather it be Isla? Since you two have gotten so close?” I asked.

It was the wrong thing to say. She flushed, and got to her feet.

“Get out.”

“Okay, wait,” I tried again. “I just…I think we got off on the wrong foot, and I wanted to apologize. For whatever I did to offend you when you first got here, and for calling you a bitch last night.”

She huffed, crossing her arms across her chest. “Well I did call you an asshole, first.”

I smirked. “Is that your version of an apology?”

“You wish.”

I looked around the room. It was bigger than the one I was sleeping in. The king size bed took up the majority of the space, but there were a couple of arm chairs and a desk in the corner. I took a seat in one of the arm chairs, and Sage seemed to relax as well. She sat back down on the quilted comforter.

“So you’re a scientist?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “Is this your way of winning me over? Shitty small talk?”

I laughed. “I’m just trying to start over. We don’t know anything about each other, and we might have to have sex tonight. Which, just for the record, I’m not exactly thrilled about the idea of having sex with you either.”

“Please,” she rolled her eyes. “You’ve been interested in me ever since I walked through that door. I could see it in your face.”

I felt heat rise up my neck. “Is that why you don’t like me? Because you could tell I thought you were attractive?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then, why?”

She turned away, running her hand along the blanket underneath her. It was a collection of interconnected multi-color triangles stitched intricately together. She picked at a loose thread to give her something to do as she thought about how to answer me.

“You remind me of someone,” she started. “Or at least, you look like someone I knew.”

“Someone you hate?”

She nodded. “My ex. Major fucking asshole. Treated me terribly, and then had the audacity to break up with me.” She gave a harsh, choked laugh. “I’ve kind of been avoiding all men like the plague since then. I just assume they’re all creeps and trash.”

I pursed my lips. “Would this be a bad time to say ‘not all men’?”

My stupid joke worked, and she laughed again. A real one, and my heart flipped in my chest at the sound.

“Well, George. It was sweet that you cooked dinner last night. And,” she gave me a look. “Don’t let this go to your head, but it was a pretty solid omelette.”

I puffed out my chest. “A compliment from Sage? Wow, maybe the world is about to end.”

She rolled her eyes, but there was some affection in them now.

“So,” I crossed my ankle over my knee. “What kind of work are you doing with the fungi around here? I’m curious.”

“You really want to know?” There was skepticism in her voice.

“I do,” I answered with earnestness.

Her entire demeanor shifted. Her eyes widened in excitement, and she sat up a little straighter. “There’s a new subspecies of amanita muscaria around here. It’s a type of mushroom that a lot of people use for hallucinogenic purposes, but it’s usually too dangerous as consuming too much can become toxic. But there’s been an increase of its usage, and the ones that have been found in this area are not toxic. It’s a game changer for psychedelic research.”

“You’re researching shrooms?” I asked her. That was not where I had expected this conversation to turn.

“Kind of,” she turned her body towards me. “So psychedelics have actually been proven to improve or even cure several mental disorders. The research is highly limited considering that it’s technically illegal, but I’m going for the ‘better to ask permission than forgiveness’ route. If I can prove that this stuff does more good than bad, I’ll be able to help people, and change lives.”

“That sounds like a really worthy cause,” I said.

“Thank you.” She brightened. “If only I could get other people to see it that way.”

“Your professors don’t support you?”

She shrugged. “They do and they don’t. But it’s not just them. It’s our society. They ban things because they’re scared of them, or they think they know what’s best. In truth, I think they just do it because they don’t like it.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” I agreed. “It’s like how banning books is becoming more popular. It’s just a bunch of people getting mad about something, and then they decide to take it away from everyone else.”

“You passionate about books, George?”

“I’m very passionate about books,” I corrected her. “I’m a writer.”

She raised her eyebrows. “That was not what I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting?”

“You kind of seem like the ‘mid-life crisis’ banker type honestly.”

I gaped at her. “‘Mid-life crisis’? How old do you think I am?”

“And how do you know you’re not already halfway through your life?” She shot back.

“Well that would be too depressing.”

“Why do you say that?” She asked with a tilt of her head.

“Because I’ve barely done anything with my life,” I answered. “I’ve published one novel, one, and it was a complete failure. I have been graciously allowed to continue with the sequel, but only because the publisher bought it as a duology. If I can’t get people interested in this, then my writing career is dead before it even started to live.”

She sucked on her teeth. “That’s hard. Art is hard. I guess I have to give you some credit for that.”

Now I was the confused one. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, I admire people who do art. It’s not easy. Sure I have my own troubles, but at least everything for me is based on things I can prove. Facts that you can hold in your hand and be certain that they are true. Art? It’s all subjective. Your creations are simply left to the whims of whoever is viewing it at the time. Are they in a bad mood? Do they have different life experiences from you? All of that can impact how they view your art, and can even make them see it negatively. Maybe your book didn’t do well because it wasn’t the right time. Hell, how many artists don’t get the recognition they deserve until after they die?”

I sighed. “I…do not want to have to wait until after I die.”

“Of course you don’t!” Sage agreed. “That’s why I think artists are very brave. I think you’re brave, George. And if we make it through this weekend, I’ll try to go and check out your book.”

“Really?” A smile twitched against my lips.

“Don’t get too excited,” she rushed out. “I’ll probably hate it.”

“Hey, as long as you paid money for it, I’ll consider us okay.” I grinned.

“Nah, I think I’ll get it from the library.”

“The library? Come on⁠—”

“What have you got against the library, George? They’re important pillars of the community!”

I laughed, and she did, too. Something had shifted between us. It wasn’t the same animosity that had been in the air even just this morning. It still wasn’t quite like, but at least I didn’t feel like she was going to bite my head off the next chance she got.

There was a knock, and then Luna was opening the door.

“Sorry,” she said. “I wanted to make sure you didn’t kill George.”

“He’s fine,” Sage rolled her eyes.

“We’re fine,” I added.

“Good! Because Isla and I think we found something interesting about the ritual. Wanna come downstairs?” Luna asked.

Sage and I exchanged a glance. I could tell she still wasn’t sold on this stuff, but she was in a better mood than she had been earlier. She seemed willing to at least listen. Shrugging, she stood and followed Luna out the door. I took up the rear until we were all gathered in the living room again.

Isla gave us a brilliant smile. She sat with her legs crossed beneath her, and she had a book spread out wide in her lap. The soft look in her eyes told me that she could see the change that had happened between Sage and I, and I was happy to have made her happy. It was strange how close I suddenly felt to these women when I didn’t even know them two days ago.

Sage sat next to Isla and threw her arm around the back of the couch. I sat down on the other side of them as Luna curled up on the floor. She rested her head in her hand.

“Would you like to share what you found?” Luna asked Isla.

Isla, a little shy at being addressed so blatantly, blushed and went back to the book in her hands.

“It details the union between Venus and Mars. How they have different aspects of themselves that they let shine through each, um…copulation.” She shifted a little in her seat. “How when they first came together they were drawn like magnets to each other, and how they made the choice to act upon their feelings.”

“That sounds similar to what happened last night,” I observed.

Isla nodded. “Right, that's what I thought, too. And it keeps going. So their continued meetings turned into a continuous passionate love affair.”

Sage made a face, thinking back to our earlier conversation.

“Then it finishes with how their love has grown and created something new,” Isla continued. “They had multiple children, but the most well known is Eros, or Cupid. And the book goes on to talk about how much life and hope that Cupid has brought to the world. How when people come together to complete the ritual of Venus and Mars, during the time that their planets are at their closest, then those people can bring new life and hope into the world with their combined love.”

We were quiet as we tried to work out exactly what that meant.

Isla glanced at Luna. “But…there is more. It also says that the other children of Venus and Mars, the embodiments of fear and terror, could also be summoned. That if this ritual is not completed with love in mind, then what wins out is war, and the people who fail will…suffer for the remainder of their days.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Sage blurted out.

“So our choices are to have consensual loving sex and live in harmony, or fail and live the rest of our lives in misery?” I asked.

Isla shrugged. “It’s not exactly specific about what happens when we succeed. It just talks about how everyone apart of the ritual will contribute something of meaning to the world.”

Something of meaning…

“Like a book?” I asked, and I turned to Sage. “Or life changing medicine?”

For the first time, Sage looked more interested than she had before.

“No,” she shook her head. “No, there’s no way that doing this…thing is going to help me with submitting my research.”

“But what if it does?” I stood. “Luna? You mentioned that Venus told you once that you were going to be special to her. Is there anything that you want to do in your life? Something you’ve never been able to accomplish before?”

Luna’s eyes were wide, and she gripped the table in front of her. “I…yes. There is.”

“Isla?” I asked.

Isla shrunk in on herself, and it was Sage who put a hand on her thigh. She squeezed the skin gently.

“Yes,” Isla confessed.

“Something else happened to me this morning,” I continued. “I’ve been working on my new book, a book that I haven’t been able to write a single word for in months. And then this morning, it was like I couldn’t stop writing. And I didn’t hate any of it! I felt like something was finally going right in my life, and I think it’s because Luna and I completed the beginning of the ritual!”

Luna stood. “I want to open a school. I want to help young girls who don’t have anywhere else to go. I want to create a place where they can be safe, and where no one will tell them that they’re not worth something.”

“That sounds amazing, Luna.”

I meant that with all my heart. She smiled.

Sage stood as well, and gave a shrug. “I want to heal people with psychedelic mushrooms.”

“I want my words to mean something to people,” I shared. “I want it to inspire others, too.”

Isla looked between all of us. Finally, she stood, too.

“I want to create something beautiful,” she whispered. “I’m…I’m a painter. I was trying to paint a natural landscape, and I’ve always been drawn to this mountain. I thought coming up here would help me with…with my problem.” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then opened her eyes again. “I’m going blind. Not tomorrow, not all at once, but it’s happening slowly. My eyesight is continuing to get worse, and before it fully goes, I want to make something beautiful to leave behind.”

It was Sage who wrapped her in a hug first, then Luna, and I finished us off. We all held onto each other maybe a bit longer than necessary, but it felt good. Right. Isla sniffled in the center, and none of us commented on it. If she needed to cry, she could cry. None of us would deny her that right now.

Several minutes passed before Isla finally pushed us all away, wiping under her eyes as discreetly as she could.

“We should do something fun. Take our mind off of all of this.” Sage suggested. She turned to Isla as if silently asking her if that was okay, and Isla gave her a smile.

“There’s plenty of vodka left,” she added.

Luna whooped in excitement as she ran off to the kitchen.

“Wait!” I called after her. “We should eat before we start drinking.”

“Well, Chef George, what's on the menu tonight?” Sage asked.

“Me?”

She laughed. “Yes, you. You are now the designated chef. I’m pretty sure none of us can cook as well as you proved yesterday.”

Isla nodded in agreement.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine. I’ll do my best.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon with each other. I did my best to cook up another meal for us, and the women helped with the prep work. Well, Luna and Isla did most of it and Sage kept trying to correct every single thing I did.

“I’m happy to step back and let you take over,” I offered when she finally grew too much.

“Nonsense, George, you’re doing great,” she replied with a wink.

I just tried to ignore her until I was finished.

Once the meal was prepared, we squeezed around the dining table as we ate. I did think I had done pretty well for myself despite the shortcomings. Pasta with zucchini and chicken drizzled in pesto sauce, and a salad with fresh veggies.

“You really did a great job stocking up on food, Luna,” I told her.

“I appreciate the compliment, but I did not buy all of that.” Luna admitted.

I stopped with my fork halfway to my mouth. “Wait, but you were here first. I just assumed…?”

Luna shook her head. “Nope! Not me.”

Sage stabbed at her salad. “Maybe it was Venus.”

The comment was sarcastic, but it did give everyone a small shudder. We had been trying not to bring her up, or the impending ritual that was growing nearer with every minute that passed by. From the readings it seemed like it would come down to Sage and I tonight, and I was having a hard time containing my nerves.

“Let’s have that drink now,” I suggested, and I went to the cupboard to fetch the vodka that was now almost halfway gone. “Did you see any other liquor around here while you were snooping yesterday?”

Luna scoffed. “I wasn’t snooping! But yes, I did see some more alcohol. Over in that cabinet to your right. No, your other right.”

Isla and Sage chuckled at my inability to tell my left and my right apart, but I managed to find the right cabinet nonetheless. I opened it, and was thrilled to find an unopened bottle of brandy, and two more unopened bottles of wine. I grabbed the bottles of wine first, and carried them plus the vodka back over to the table.

Drinks were passed around, and stories were told about the lives we lived outside of these cabin walls. Luna opened up about how she grew up moving from foster home to foster home. She never knew her father, and her mother had gone to prison when she was very young, and she didn’t have any other family to take her in. But, she was able to finish school by the skin of her teeth, and build herself a good life as a marketing manager.

“That is…not what I was expecting,” Sage admitted.

“What? Did you think I ran a witch shop or something?” Luna asked.

“Or something,” Sage muttered into her wine, and I had to stop myself from choking on my vodka.

“Well we can’t all be scientists,” Luna teased, wagging a finger at her. She was definitely the most drunk out of the four of us right now.

Sage rolled her eyes. “I guess I’m not a scientist yet. I still have a couple more years of research before I can defend. And then I’ll be a doctor.”

“What made you want to do that?” Isla asked. Her fingers played at the edge of her cup, and I noticed she hadn’t been drinking as much as the rest of us.

Sage finished her wine before beginning. “Well, my father was an officer in the Marine Corps. Served three tours. I was young when he left for his first one, but I remember each time he came back it was like he had lost a piece of himself. The last time he came back was…much different. He wouldn’t talk about anything he had done, or seen. My mother tried to get him to go to therapy, but he claimed it didn’t help. When I was sixteen years old, he killed himself.

“After that, I did a lot of research on my own about depression and PTSD. Found out that there had been a lot of work done with psychedelics, and how they believed that utilizing the drugs you could cure PTSD. So, I worked my ass off to get into a good school, majored in biology, and now I’m getting my PhD. Not much else to it than that.”

“I guess we’re all a little fucked up,” I said, looking around to the women around me.

“It’s a good thing we were all brought together,” Luna added. “I feel like we kind of needed each other.”

Sage rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Isla laid her head onto Luna’s shoulder.

“I’m happy I met you all,” she shared.

It was clear that we were all feeling that sentiment. However, the day gave way into the night, and with it came the tension and anxiety we had all been avoiding.

Luna shoved a blanket into my arms.

“It was cold last night, and having sex on the ground kind of sucked so I figured you could use this,” she said.

“Thanks,” I told her. I turned back to Sage who was refusing to look at me. “I guess it’s time, then?”

“Good luck!” smiled Luna, and Isla gave a thumbs up behind her.

I tried to smile back, but it just felt forced. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if we were going to be able to complete this ritual. The book said it had to be consensual, so what would happen if Sage still refused?

I led the way down to the basement, and Sage followed after me, albeit reluctantly. The altar loomed before us. It taunted us, as if it knew the struggles we had been having and found the entire thing to be hilarious.

“I hate that thing,” Sage hissed. “Do we really have to have sex in front of it?”

I agreed with her, but I thought it best not to vocalize my opinion. We still needed Venus’ approval. She could decide at any moment that we weren’t worth the trouble, and cut her losses by getting rid of us. I really hoped she wouldn’t do that. I was quite attached to being alive.

I unrolled the blanket, a soft red flannel material that would probably feel much more comfortable than the hard ground. I was glad that Luna had thought that far ahead this time. Sage stood off to the side, staring at the altar like she was scared to go near it. She looked uncomfortable, but I had no idea how to make this easier for her.

“Do you…want to lie down?” I suggested.

Sage shrugged, but she came up and laid down on the blanket. She was on her back, arms held rigidly by her sides.

“You remember that you need to be an active participant in this, right?” I asked her.

Sage glared at me. “It’s not like I can just ‘turn it on’ like a man can. I need to be…eased into it. I thought we would get that pheromone cloud or something again.”

“Pheromone cloud?”

“I don’t know! Whatever it was that happened last night!” Sage covered her face with her hands, and groaned.

“So you do believe in magic now?”

“I don’t know,” the words came out muffled since her hands were still over her face. She dropped them, looking over at me like she was lost. “I don’t know what to do.”

I sighed, sitting down beside her. “What if we start with something easier? What turns you on?”

Sage sat up. Even in the dim light, I could see the color darkening her cheeks. She didn’t look me in the eye as she started talking, “I like…dirty talk. I kind of like…” she bit her lip. “Degradation.”

I blinked at her. That had not been what I was expecting at all.

“So…you like it if I call you names?” I asked.

“Not bitch,” Sage added hastily. “I hate that, but I kind of like being called a slut.”

“Okay,” I nodded, ignoring the way my dick was already thickening in my pants. I had never once called a woman a slut while in bed, and suddenly it was all I could think about. I didn’t want to intimidate her, not when she was finally opening up, so I tried to keep my voice neutral as I continued.

“Do you like being…touched? Or held down?” I asked. “What about being told what to do?”

Sage nodded, sucking on her bottom lip in a way that made me want to grab her and kiss her. I tried to hold back. She wasn’t ready, not yet, but maybe she was getting there.

“I like when the guy is more dominant,” she admitted.

I swallowed. Again, this was something I was not used to when I slept with women, but now I was itching to do it. Maybe it was just my motivation for the rewards at the end of this, or maybe I was just beginning to learn more about myself through these acts. Whatever it was, I was now feeling very turned on.

I licked my lips. “Take off your shirt.”

“Excuse me?” Sage retorted.

“You heard me,” I kept my voice low, and did my best to sound the opposite of how I usually did. No more shy, quiet George. No, this time I would be assertive, and hopefully be exactly what Sage wanted me to be.

She still didn’t move, she just looked at me like I had suddenly sprouted two heads.

Without breaking, I leaned in closer to her so I could growl, “If you don’t take off your shirt, I’ll have to do it for you.”

Her breath hitched, and I was almost worried I had gone too far, but then she was crossing her arms over her chest and peeling off her shirt. Sage was wearing a simple black bra, no lace or frills. Very practical. Very Sage. Her perky breasts rose and fell with her breath, and her eyes were glued to me as I stood up.

“Take off your bra,” I ordered, and I unzipped my pants.

Her eyes glanced down at my movements, then back up at my face. Slowly, her hands reached behind her back and unsnapped the hook of her bra. She slipped the straps off of her shoulders, and as she did I slid my cock out of my boxers.

It sprang free, hard and weeping just from talking about sex. She licked her lips as she stared at it, and it twitched in my hand under her hungry gaze. My eyes were on her now exposed breasts. They were bigger, rounder than Luna’s. Her dark nipples were already hard. I wanted to put my mouth on them, but I restrained myself. There would be plenty of time for that soon, but first I wanted something else.

I pumped my cock once, twice, letting out a small moan as I did. Her eyes looked up through her long lashes, staring at me as she waited for my next instruction.

Jesus fucking Christ.

I could feel it in the air now. That same heat that had been prevalent last night. But instead of being influenced by it, it was like we were the ones starting it this time.

I stepped closer to her, pressing the tip of my cock closer to her mouth. She didn’t move, and out of curiosity I leaned in a little more until the tip brushed against her lips. It felt so good, and as I pulled away she licked up the bit of precum I had smeared on her bottom lip.

“Fuck,” I hissed. I grabbed the back of her hair, pulling it hard enough that her head fell back and she gave out a small cry.

She stared up at me, pupils blown, and I knew then that I had her. This was different from Luna’s, so much different. With Luna it had felt like a guiding hand, both of us being led to where we wanted to be. Now, I was doing the leading. It felt like it really was only me and Sage, with no other outside influences.

“You really are a little slut, aren’t you?” I asked her.

She gave a small smirk, the corners of her mouth twitching up in amusement and arousal.

“I am,” she whispered.

“Open up.”

She did, and I guided my dick straight into the warmth of her mouth. My lengthy moan didn’t quite do what I was feeling justice. It wasn’t just about how good her lips around me felt, which felt fucking amazing, but the way in which she sucked my dick was unlike anything else I’d ever seen. She was all tongue, licking and kissing my dick like a sloppy whore, and I held her head back so all she could do was take it as I thrust into her.

Her moans reverberated up my cock and went straight to my stomach. My toes curled as I began thrusting harder down her throat. She didn’t cry, she didn’t gag, she just stared up at me with hazy eyes as I fucked her mouth.

My orgasm surprised me, I was so caught up in the sensation that I had barely noticed I had reached my limit. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to warn her as my cum shot down her throat and across her face. She hadn’t been fully prepared, and she did choke a little as I came down from my pleasure high.

My cum coated her cheeks, and it dripped down her chin and onto her chest. My softened cock barely had time to rest before it was lengthening again. I blinked down at it. I had never been able to get hard that fast ever before.

Sage swiped a hand across her mouth and grabbed her discarded shirt which she used to clean the rest of her face off. She raised her eyebrows as she noticed I was hard and ready for action again.

“Lucky me,” she smirked up at me, and I almost insisted on having her blow me again.

“Take off your pants,” I ordered as I started slipping mine off. I pulled them down to the floor, kicking them off until I was naked from the waist down. “I’m going to fuck you.”

She leaned onto her back, unbuttoning her jeans and yanking them off. I pulled off my shirt and was down beside her in a second.

“I want you on your knees. Roll over.”

She obeyed me perfectly, moving to her knees and putting her head down so that it rested on her elbows. It put her into the perfect presentation for me. I kneaded her ass, squeezing and rolling the muscles against my palms. She groaned, and from this angle I could see her wet, dripping pussy all ready and waiting for me.

I dragged my fingers against her wet folds, and she mewled, moving her hips back towards me even as I pulled away.

“You want it so bad don’t you, slut?” I asked. “Come on, I want to hear you say it.”

Sage mumbled the words into the blanket, the articulation lost in the fabric. I yanked on her hair, pulling her head back again.

“I couldn’t hear you. Speak up.”

“I want it!” She yelled. “I want it, please, I want it so bad.”

“Good girl.”

She shivered, and I didn’t have time to fully appreciate it. I was too focused on one thing. I didn’t even make sure she was prepared before I was spearing into her. I dropped her hair, grabbing her hips with both hands. She was so tight, clenching onto me so hard I wasn’t sure I could move. I felt her relax ever so slightly, and then I pulled back until it was just my tip left inside, and then I slammed fully into her again.

She yelled, practically screaming with ecstasy as I did it again, and again. Each time going a little harder, and a little faster, until I was pounding into her cunt. I was rutting her into the blanket, and she writhed beneath me unable to do anything but drown in the pleasure I was giving her.

“You like that, huh? You fucking slut. Look at you. Taking my cock so well. You’re practically sucking me in, you greedy little slut.”

I wasn’t even sure what I was saying anymore. Words and phrases fell from my mouth without me even thinking about it, but Sage was loving it. She moaned and whimpered at every insult, and anytime I said something she really enjoyed her walls would grip me tighter.

I leaned further over her so that my chest covered her back and I could hit deeper inside. She felt so good, so fucking good, and I knew I was going to cum again soon.

I got closer to her ear, and whispered, “Touch yourself. I want you to make yourself cum.”

She groaned, moving her arm with difficulty to place it between her thighs, and then she started rubbing her clit. The minute she did, she tightened further around me. I gritted my teeth, trying to prolong my orgasm until she got hers first. I pumped harder, I felt her fingers graze against where we were connected, hips jerking as I thrust faster into her as well.

With one final shudder, and another high pitched cry, she came hard against me. I felt the gush of her pleasure spill over my cock, and I followed half a second later. I emptied myself inside of her, thrusting until every ounce of pleasure had been extracted from both of us.

I pulled out, and she trembled again. Her ass was still in the air, right where I had left it. Her pussy was dripping with her and my cum, and I felt the rush of desire build in me again. My dick didn’t even soften this time.

“Sage, you’re not tired are you?” I asked her.

She glanced up at me, her eyes were heavy with lust, but they were alert. She shook her head.

“Good. Get on top of me.”

I laid down on my back, bringing her ass towards me so she understood what I wanted from her. She straddled my face, and laid across my chest so that her mouth lined up with my dick.

I didn’t wait for her to start, I dove right in. My tongue went straight into her cunt, and I eagerly lapped up everything that was dripping out of her. I’d tasted my own cum before, once out of curiosity, but it didn’t taste quite as good then as it did now. Leaking out, mixed with her own hot slick, I felt like I was eating a gourmet meal.

Sage mewled and whimpered pathetically over me, trying to return the favor by giving me another blow job, but becoming far too distracted with what I was doing. She pushed her hips closer to me, encouraging more from me as I began impaling her with nothing but my tongue. She rocked her hips back, and I let her fuck herself. It didn’t take long before she was screaming my name as she came again.

Exhausted, she collapsed on top of me, and I rolled her over onto her back. She was out of it, drunk on sex and endorphins, but I was still hard.

“Sage?” I laid across her, and her legs opened for me instantly. I smirked. “You still need more don’t you?”

She nodded, her hair flopping around her face.

I pressed my lips against her mouth, and she moaned as my tongue slipped inside. The same tongue she had just used to fuck herself to completion. Like the blow job earlier, her kisses were all tongue. They fit against each other, curling and twisting together. I ground my hips against hers, my erection rubbing against her thigh.

“George…” she moaned, and she had barely gotten my name out before I was inside of her again.

This time I lifted her hips up as I stayed on my knees. I plunged deeper into her, and she dug her hands into the blanket beneath us as she cried out. I kept going. I watched as her body jerked against each thrust. Her breasts bouncing against her chest, her arms splayed out behind her. Our moans intermingled, louder than I had even been with Luna. In the back of my mind I was aware that they could probably hear us, but I didn’t care.

My balls slapped against her thighs as I urged on more, more, and more. We came together this time, yet we continued on as if possessed by our unsatisfied desires. I did not rest in my movements, and she never asked me to stop.

The sickening squelch of my cum sliding out of her pussy gave my sex crazed brain another idea, and I pulled all the way out of her even as she yelled her protests.

“George,” she mewled, elongating my name into multiple syllables. “Why are you stopping…?”

I pumped my cock furiously, knowing I was seconds away from coming yet again. I had never cum this much in my life, not even when I was a hormone riddled teenager. It was exhilarating, though in the back of my mind I knew I would be feeling it in the morning.

“You’re not dirty enough for me,” I grunted, feeling the build up of tension in my abdomen. “I want to see you…covered in my…oh, fuck…”

I came hard, no longer all white, it was mostly clear now. Still, it was exactly what I wanted to see, what I only had a glimpse of earlier. Sage covered in my cum, and she arched her back beautifully so that the majority of it covered her tits.

“Fuck…” I collapsed on top of her, feeling the last of my energy finally begin to drain. “You really are a massive slut, Sage.”

She hummed, her arms and legs circling around me again.

“And are you really going to leave me hanging?” Her voice was husky and raw from all of the noises she had been making, and it sent another jolt of electricity through me.

One more. I can do one more.

I adjusted myself, no longer surprised to find my dick still hard, and I lunged into her welcoming warmth again. Despite my exhaustion, I pushed through so I could give her exactly what she wanted. Her ankles were locked behind me again, holding me in place, and her nails dug into my back, egging me onward.

I wanted to give this to her. I wanted to make her feel the best she’d ever felt in her life, and judging by the noises she was making I was succeeding.

With one final push, we both came again.

She shuddered, her orgasm ripping through her and cascading over my dick as my own mirrored hers. My vision went white for an instant as my release pumped through me again, and again, and again. I felt I had cum three times at once, and it was almost a relief when it was finally over.

I rolled onto my back, blinking back the encroaching blackness. If Sage asked me for another one, I truly didn’t think I had it in me. She gasped beside me, the aftershocks still ghosting through her body. I wondered if she had felt the same way I had. Maybe it was even better for her.

Her eyes stared at me with great difficulty, and a smile twitched against her lips.

“That wasn’t too bad, George,” she whispered.

“I’d say it was pretty fucking incredible,” I answered.

“Better than Luna?” There was a teasing lilt to her voice, with an underlying curiosity.

“Just different,” I answered. It was the truth. Both had felt amazing, and I was more than satisfied.

Sage frowned a little, but didn’t push the issue. “Did we complete the ritual?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Last time it was kind of obvious. The altar was glowing and…”

As if on cue, a deep red glow covered both of us. I tilted my head back to look at the altar, and saw the word flagranti blazing like a fire.

Sage sat up in awe, and I realized that she had never seen this before. Maybe, she was finally starting to believe in it.

“What the fu⁠—”

Everything went dark again.

When I came to, I was on the beach again, and this time the woman, Venus, was sitting beside me. She looked like Isla this time, but her smile was off. There was a maliciousness there that I knew didn’t exist in the real Isla.

I sat up, feeling the sand slide along my skin.

“Are you here to tell me that I completed night two? And that the next one is going to be with Isla?” I asked her.

“You did complete night two. The next one is going to be with Isla.” She agreed, then gave me a smirk as she became Luna. “Plus Luna. Plus Sage.”

“All four?” I asked in bewilderment. “Why?”

She giggled, and when I blinked again she was gone.
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