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About
I Joined A Coven: Book One


Did you know magic was real?

I sure didn't. I was just taking my dog out for his nightly walk, and the next thing I knew I had a wizard trying to kill me. Lucky for me, the three witches he's feuding with were there to help.

According to the witch coven, the craziest part is that I survived the encounter at all. I'm just Marcus Larimoore—insurance broker and typical middle-aged guy. The witches are, well...

Azalea is a gorgeous redhead who has been very interested in me since the moment we met. Cassandra is fascinated by me, and the beautiful blonde witch with her shrewd silver eyes makes me feel like she can see my heart beating.

Then there's Esme, the tall, domineering, and stunning brunette who has been annoyed with my presence since day one. The leader of the coven, the last thing she wants is a human in the middle of their fight.

But for better or worse, I'm stuck seeing this thing through to the end. I just hope that I live through it.
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MARCUS

It all happened because I listened to my dog.

He wasn't talking to me, or anything like that. Despite what I'm about to tell you, I am completely sound of mind. But Brutus, my Siberian husky, can be pretty insistent about where he likes to go on his walks. I can go toe-to-toe with him and keep him on track if it's important, but some days it's easier just to let him follow his nose.

Tonight, I thought that would be simpler. When he has a good sniff around the forest, he tends to sleep real well, so I figured I would be giving myself a calmer night. And that was the most wrong I had ever been in my life.

That life in question was pretty boring. Now, that doesn't mean that I'm not happy, it's just that my normal life wouldn't make good subject matter for a movie. I was 45 years old, an insurance broker with a tiny office on the edge of the city, I dated a lot less frequently than I would have liked, I was learning how to make pasta and struggling with getting the shapes correct, and I liked to take my dog on midnight walks through the half-circle of woods that wrapped around the park.

It was about a ten-minute drive to get out here, but walks around the neighborhood weren't cutting it for the big guy anymore, and I honestly liked getting out to nature this way. God knew that I wasn't going to do it on my own.

So I was content. Mostly fulfilled. I didn't need any dangerous people from a world I didn't know injected into my life, and that wasn't what I was out in the woods looking for. I was just taking my dog for a walk, and it happened to find me.

Or at least, Brutus found it. I'd like to blame the whole thing on him, but it's hard to look into his eyes and still be mad at him. Damn adorable dog.

There was a path through the woods we liked to take. There were others that branched off in different directions, but they were narrow and overgrown, and it was easy enough to lead Brutus away from them. The night was still, the moon high and fat in the sky. Shafts of white moonlight came through the forest canopy and dappled the ground. If I had been a photographer, I would've taken a snapshot. It was an idyllic setting for a chill night in October.

I had Brutus's leash in my hand, six feet of nylon that I gripped firmly. He wasn't much of a squirrel chaser this late at night, but I had been surprised by him before. When he started tugging me off the path, I figured he had caught the scent of some animal.

"Come on, buddy," I said, holding steady while he pulled. "You really wanna go over there? You've never pulled there before."

Brutus let out a little whine, still leaning on the leash. I mulled it over for a second before walking with him and giving him some slack.

My shoes crunched over fallen sticks and pinecones, the detritus of the forest that wasn't as prevalent on the walking path. I let my mind wander a little bit while Brutus led the way, sniffing like crazy and pulling on his leash. I wasn't too worried about getting lost in the woods or anything. Even out here, I still had decent cell service to access the GPS on my phone.

So I wasn't really paying attention, and I wasn't sure how far Brutus had taken us into the forest by the time I really stopped and looked around. There wasn't much to see at night, just what the moonlight gave you. Plenty of trees, plenty of roots to trip over, and not very much else.

"Whoa, man!" Brutus was pulling really hard now, hard enough to force me to follow him, and it was all I could do to hang onto his leash while glancing at the ground to make sure I didn't break my ankle in one of the arching roots. "Slow down!"

He had me off-balance, and by the time I was able to plant my feet safely, he had taken us another hundred feet into the woods. Grunting as I stopped him from pulling me further, I looked around and saw brighter moonlight through the trees. There was a little clearing ahead, right where he was pulling us.

"Okay, but that's it," I told him. Maybe he smelled a nest of rabbits or something. I'd let him investigate this clearing a little, but then we were going home.

I was so focused on Brutus that I didn't hear the voices over the crunching of sticks with every step. All I knew was that I hadn't seen or heard anyone, but in the next few seconds, Brutus had taken us through the gap in the trees and into the clearing, and suddenly he was sniffing at the feet of a tall, pasty man drenched in the light of the moon.

"Oh, I'm sorry," I said, pulling back on Brutus. "He's not usually this…curious…"

The man turned to look at me, and when his eyes met mine, my blood ran cold. It was something I had never felt before, like I'd missed a step on a staircase, but instead of catching myself, I was just falling, falling, falling.

As though I was watching from another world, I saw the tall, thin man reach down and grab Brutus by the scruff of his neck. Brutus's sudden, surprised yelp pierced into my ears. And in an instant, I was jerked back to reality, my heart racing and my teeth set hard in my jaw.

I didn't say anything, and I didn't think. I just ran forward and shoved the guy with all of my strength. He looked like he weighed ninety pounds, and he felt like it too, surprise twisting across his face as he was thrown to the ground.

I dropped to my knees to check on Brutus, but the asshole hadn't had a chance to do anything to my dog. Brutus licked my face before turning around and staring at the man as he got up.

"What the fuck is your problem?" I yelled to the guy, getting a clear look at him for the first time. That was when I noticed his clothes were odd. I had assumed he was wearing a jacket, but it was more like a trench coat, or maybe a cloak. It was a deep, dazzling blue, thrown around his shoulders and reaching all the way down to his ankles. The sleeves hung loose, his arms coming out from inside the cloak. The rest of his attire wasn't as strange, a pair of dark slacks and a crisp white shirt that had gotten smeared with dirt from his tumble.

The strangest thing about him was that it was hard for me to tell how old he was. His bulbous nose and the wispy white beard hanging from his face made me think he was ancient, but then I looked into his icy blue eyes and they were sharp and vibrant, no wrinkles around them, his cheeks young and full of color. His head was bald, shining in the moonlight.

"Is this who you summoned?" he said, but he wasn't looking at me. His head snapped to the side, and only just then did I notice the three women standing shoulder-to-shoulder. It was too dark to make out their features where they stood in the shadow of the trees.

"A human?" he mocked with a sneer, and the contempt in that word was so thick you could have spread it on toast. The man raised a hand, pointing a finger at me.

"Arick, no!" The command came from one of the women, and I saw her step forward to the front of the trio, her features still obscured in shadow. "He's an innocent!"

"He laid hands on me," Arick said, and then his eyes slid back to me, and I saw his lips move but I heard nothing. There was a burst of white light, and I felt a hot flash across my chest.
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Was I shot? Was that a gun? I didn't hear anything, but maybe you didn't hear the shot that killed you.

I brought my hands to my chest, but I felt no pain, saw no blood. When I looked back up at the man, Arick, his confusing face was simmering with rage.

"Innocent!" he spat. "Yet equipped to resist me? You'll pay for this, Esme."

Arick threw his cloak to the ground, and in a flash, he was on me, his hands around my throat, his breath stinking and hot in my face.

"Your enchantments won't protect you from my touch," he said, and I heard the distant sound of footsteps, the three women running towards us.

I grabbed his thin wrists. "I don't want to hurt you," I said, "but you better get the fuck off me."

"What is this?" Arick hissed, squeezing harder around my neck. I felt the pressure, but whatever strength this frail guy had summoned to wrestle with Brutus, it wasn't enough to close my windpipe.

I figured giving someone three seconds to choke the life out of me was the maximum that could be politely expected. I ripped his hands off my neck, taking some pleasure at that familiar shock that rolled across his face, and then I reared back and I swung.

It was a right hook, and a good one. I had done a little boxing in college, and while college was a long time ago, certain moves are like riding a bike. And you never forget how it feels to land a good punch when it counts.

Pain flashed through my bare knuckles, and Arick dropped to the ground. Brutus was barking, and I took a look at the guy to make sure he wasn't going to get up before bending down to soothe the husky.

The three women reached us then, and the surprise on their faces rivaled Arick's. They were much more pleasing to look at, though. I wondered if I had stumbled into some kind of role-playing game. All three of the women were dressed fantastically, and I don't mean that they looked good, although they very much did. I mean they were dressed like people in a fantasy book, all of them wearing black, but some fabric that was sheer and opaque simultaneously, glittering when the moonlight hit it. I didn't know where their shirts ended and their skirts began, and I was too overwhelmed to take in much more detail.

"Are you hurt?" The woman in the front demanded, and I recognized her voice as the one who had shouted out and called me innocent. She had long, dark hair that tumbled down her shoulders, and her face was severe but stunning. Unlike with the guy I had knocked out, I could tell these three women were in their mid-twenties, with the dark-haired one perhaps a few years older.

"He looks great," another one said, and while the words were simple, her voice sparkled with amazement. Her hair was a fiery orange-red, and one side of her long tresses trailed down to rest in the ample swell of her cleavage.

"I'm fine," I said, finding my tongue. "Can any of you explain what the hell just happened? Who is this guy?"

"There's not even a mark on his neck, Esme," the third woman said, bringing her slim fingers to her lips in fascination. She was blonde, wearing her hair short, just barely down to her shoulders. "Arick touched him. I saw the glow."

"Cassandra, this is not a case study," the dark-haired woman, Esme, said. "We need to—"

I barely heard a sound as Arick got to his feet. His cheek was already swelling where I had punched him, but there was no blood, and all I saw in his eyes was fury, not pain.

"Our treaty is ended," Arick said, casting his eyes from me to the three women. "Your coven has been given too much leeway. I should have known you would try something like this."

He looked to me. "Expect retaliation."

"Expect the fucking cops, pal," I said, some fury of my own boiling up. "You want to go for round two?"

"Oh, lords..." The redheaded woman brought her hands to her mouth, but I could see that she was hiding a smile.

I took a step toward Arick and was glad to see him flinch. With a glare and a flash of light, he was gone, and I mean really gone, like a fucking magician. He had left behind his blue cloak—other than that, there was no trace of him.

"What the hell is going on here?" I muttered to myself, twirling Brutus's leash around my palm by instinct.

"What a brave pup," the red-haired woman said. Her green eyes sparkled as she looked from me to my dog. "What's his name?"

"Brutus," I said automatically, still reeling from watching a guy legitimately disappear.

"Azalea!" Esme snapped, grabbing the shorter woman's shoulder. "Now is not the time. We have to assess if he's been cursed."

"Allow me," the blonde woman, Cassandra, said, stepping forward and putting her hands on my shoulders. Her thumbs touched my neck, and all I could do was stand there. Brutus didn't even growl. Some guard dog he was.

"Just be quick about it." Esme crossed her arms. She was taller than both of them by a couple of inches, her dark hair long and flowing, and her face growing angrier by the second.

"Listen," I said, my neck tingling as Cassandra touched me. I didn't mind her hands on me, to be perfectly honest. Her touch was warm and delicate, much more welcome than the bony fingers of Arick. "Can one of you just let me know what exactly is going on? Is this some kind of LARPing thing?"

"Are you done?" Esme asked impatiently. The question was not directed at me.

Cassandra withdrew her hands, but she didn't turn back toward the raven-haired woman.

"It's remarkable," she breathed, her gray eyes crawling up and down my body in a way that made me feel like she could see every atom making me up. "There are no harmful effects on him. Even though a spell was cast. Twice."

"That makes no sense," Esme said slowly.

"Let me see!" Azalea pushed forward, her fiery hair bouncing as she playfully shoved Cassandra out of the way. She had to reach up to get her hands on my neck, and once again a pleasurable shiver raced through me as her fingers traced along my throat.

"This is crazy," Azalea said, looking me right in the eyes. "Are you from the Legion? Did they actually get my letter?"

"Zay!" Cassandra gasped. "You weren't serious about writing to the Legion?"

Azalea looked back over her shoulder, keeping her hands on me. "Of course I was. Why shouldn't they help us?"

"Because the staff and gemstone are both Legion artifacts, Azalea." Esme's voice was slow and dangerous. "So if they know they're in the hands of a single coven—"

"I didn't tell them any of that." Azalea shook her head, looking back at me. "The letter was just a request for assistance. Vague, but desperate." She smiled at me. "That's why you came, right? I didn't know they had battlemages who were so hot. What's your name?"

"Marcus, and I'm not from any, uh, legion," I told her.

"Oh." Azalea lowered her hands. "Well, you must be from somewhere."

"He's a human!" Esme roared, making Brutus scurry backward. "As I told you both when he stumbled in here! "

Cassandra crossed her arms. "He's not just a human. A human would be a pile of ashes right now."

"All right, that's enough." I stepped back, holding Brutus's leash. "If you're not going to answer my questions, I'm not getting sucked into your game. Just tell your buddy I won't file charges if he doesn't, and we can forget this ever happened."

I turned to walk away, but I was stonewalled by my dog. He had dug in with all four paws, and he had damned good traction in the grass.

"Come on, Brutus," I said.

"He's just a big sweetie." Azalea dropped to her knees, taking Brutus's face in her hands and scratching him with her long nails. "Aren't you? You just want to make sure nobody's hurt."

"Azalea…" Cassandra sighed.

Brutus looked to be having the time of his life, his tail wagging gently, his eyes closed. He wasn't an aggressive dog, but he could be skittish. He didn't generally let people drop down and put their faces in his face, so this was interesting.

Not interesting enough to keep me there, though.

"Brutus!" I snapped. "Let's go!" My emotions were running high, my heart was pounding, and going from punching somebody in the face to getting my neck rubbed by two different, gorgeous women had me feeling some combination of ways I couldn't quite parse right now.

Azalea stood up, patting Brutus on the head, and the husky walked back to me. I didn't know if he was listening to me, or to her.

"He's unharmed, that's enough for me," Esme said. "We have to return home and try to undo this mess."

Azalea shook her head. "You heard Arick. Marcus isn't safe, especially if he's really human. We have to protect him."

"We have to protect ourselves, or we can protect no one," Esme said. She strolled over and picked up the discarded blue cloak. "We will discuss the best course of action. But we're leaving."

"Wait!" Azalea cried, and she turned back toward me, reaching out. "Come find us at—"

Esme drew a blue, glowing shape in the air in a split-second move of her finger, and the three women disappeared—disappeared—in a thin puff of blue smoke.

The pale vapor dissolved in the moonlight, leaving me with my jaw open and my dog whining for his new friends.
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"Are you listening to me? Or did you fall asleep with your eyes open?"

"Huh?" I looked over at Dave, very aware that I hadn't heard a single word he'd said for the last minute.

"Did you walk your dog at three in the morning again?" Dave drummed his fingers on the table. The two of us were sitting in a booth at Curly's, a sub shop we usually went to lunch for once a week. Dave was another broker in my office, and a good friend of mine, though I'd had to tell him to cool it with trying to set me up with different women. His intentions were good, but his matchmaking skills were shit.

"Midnight, I think," I said absently. "Sorry, what were you saying?"

The scene from the woods last night had been playing over and over in my mind, and this time, I heard about half of what Dave was telling me, which was enough to give a passable response.

"How did that call with Jefferson Banking go?" Dave asked.

"I pushed it to tomorrow." The first thing I had done when I'd gotten in the office this morning was shuffle my calendar. I was nowhere near prepped for a sales pitch today.

"Oh, so you hate money?" Dave shook his head. "You're lucky you have an in with a bank that big. You can't have a cousin in the legal department everywhere. This is basically a free commission."

"I know," I said, flashing him a little grin. "That's why it was so easy to push the call. Tony doesn't mind."

"Yeah, until he does." Dave took a bite of his sandwich. "Besides, Tony just got you the call, but you still have to convince their CFO."

"You let me worry about that," I assured him. "Tell me about this Stacy girl. I assume it went poorly, since you're not tired this morning?"

"Hey, that's not fair," Dave said. "I'm perfectly capable of having an incredible night and still getting eight hours of sleep."

"Well?"

"No. I laughed at a picture of her nephew, apparently it wasn't supposed to be funny. I think she's going to slash my tires."

Listening to how Dave had messed up yet another golden dating opportunity was enough to put at least half a smile on my face. I told myself, not for the first time that day, that I was never going to see those people from the woods again, and there was no sense letting this thing mess with me. It had been late, dark, I had been tired, and the things I thought I saw were just tricks of light and stress.

Nobody had come knocking on my door last night, or this morning. I sure didn't feel—what had they said, cursed? I had slept surprisingly well, and Brutus had calmed down exponentially once we'd gotten home, too.

In a week, I'd probably forget this had ever happened. Although getting into that rumble made me itch to get back to the gym so I could start working the bag again. I was in decent shape, but I wasn't in boxing shape, and it never hurt to be in boxing shape. Plus, my body wasn't used to the adrenaline that had pumped through me last night. This morning, I'd felt like I'd been knocked over by a sedan.

"Let's get back," I said, crumbling up my sandwich wrapper. I had a vague recollection of eating the turkey sub. "I'm actually gonna prep for that call."

"Are you sure you don't want to meet Stacy's friend?" Dave said. "Stacy hating me doesn't mean anyone she knows would hate my friends. I think."

"I'm good," I said, raising my hand. "I swear to god, Dave, you're gonna poison the well of the entire dating scene in the city. Maybe you need to date yourself for a bit."

"I dated myself last night after I blew it with Stacy." Dave winked at me.

I rolled my eyes, but I chuckled. "Thank you for sharing."

I managed to halfway focus on my work back at the office, which was mostly just running quotes and deciding what commercial insurance packages I wanted to pitch to the bank. I was trying to get more commercial lines business, and landing a financial institution account went a long way toward credibility.

To me, the idea was incredibly exciting, but I understood if selling insurance put other people to sleep. And maybe I didn't love it all that much, since I kept letting my mind drift to what had happened in the woods. Crazy magic tricks aside, those three ladies had been really fucking hot. Hot enough for me to hope that none of them knew Dave or anyone he had wronged. Even Esme, the one who'd looked at me like I had ruined her day, she was absolutely smoking. Dark gaze, that shiny black hair, cleavage bursting out of her witchy outfit...

And Azalea. Damn. Her red hair, her energy, the intensity in her green eyes. Her hands on me, the way she looked at me—and I definitely remembered the fact that she had called me hot. In fact, that was a moment I kept revisiting. Cassandra, too, had seemed interested in me, though in her hands I felt more like a specimen and less like a man.

"I'd still let her experiment on me," I mumbled to myself, color-coding the spreadsheet on my computer while I pictured Cassandra's blonde hair and the smooth curve of her neck. I wished I'd gotten someone's number before they'd pulled their disappearing act. Azalea, at least, had definitely been flirting. If only she'd been able to tell me where to find her.

"Is this the dating pool I'm reduced to?" I asked myself as I shut down my computer. "Finding strange women in the woods?"

I laughed. Maybe I shouldn't be turning down Dave's setup offers so quickly. I said goodbye to Marcy at the front desk, and she wished me a good night. Marcy was almost 60, professional as hell, and the whole office would fall apart without her.

It wasn't a big operation—I owned The Larimoore Agency (Marcus Larimoore, pleased to meet you), and the brokers were me and Dave, whom I'd known for over twenty years since we both worked for a major carrier back in the day before setting out on our own. Marcy was the office manager and receptionist, set appointments, reminded me of the things I constantly forgot, and hiring her was the best business decision I'd ever made. Occasionally we'd have an agent in the extra office handling overflow, but usually it was just the three of us making the wheels turn.

The fall air was crisp and pleasant, but I knew in a couple months it would be too cold for Brutus's midnight walks. For now, I enjoyed the freedom of walking around without a jacket, climbing into my sedan and heading up the block to catch the highway out of the city. The most affordable office space was about twenty minutes from the lower-level unit on the west side where I lived.

I parked on the street, and when I got out of my car, I saw that my front door was open.

My heart skipped a beat. It wasn't wide open, just hanging slightly ajar, and while I was forgetful about some things, closing and locking my own front door when I left home wasn't one of them. Brutus went to a dog daycare most work days, including today, so I didn't have to worry about him having gotten out.

But I did have to worry about someone getting in.

I knew the smart thing to do was to call the cops, and not even go inside till they got there. But who knew when that would be? They didn't have a great response time, and I doubted someone was lying in wait to hurt me. If I had gotten robbed, well...that would suck, but I wanted to know sooner rather than later.

I tucked my car keys in my pocket and pushed open the door slowly, letting the old hinges creak.

I expected to see the place turned over, my cabinets open, my TV gone, bullshit like that. I was already making mental inventory of my electronics, but that screeched to a halt once I actually got a look at what had happened to my place.
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My stuff was floating.

I had to rub my eyes to make sure I was seeing properly. My laptop was hovering above the desk, turning slowly. My TV was two feet in the air off its stand. The pillows and cushions from my couch hung in the air like plump, uneven clouds.

I took a step forward, reaching for one of them, and everything in the air burst into flame.

"Jesus!" I recoiled, the combustive heat making me throw my arms up. My smoke alarms started going off, all of them at once, filling my skull with an unending, piercing screech.

I had to do something before the whole place burned. Droplets of fire fell to the floor as things melted and cindered. I ran through the living room, catching a singe on the side of my arm as I made my way to the kitchen. Back here, nothing was floating or on fire. It seemed to be only things I could see right when I walked into the house.

I got the extinguisher from under the sink, thankful I kept it up-to-date after a grease fire years ago had scared the shit out of me. I stomped back to the living room. It had only been thirty seconds, but in that time, everything that had lit up was burned away, leaving little piles of fire and ash scattered all over. I sprayed each one with the extinguisher, not taking any chances.

By the time it was done, I was coughing from the ash in the air, soot was smeared on my face, and I was gripping the extinguisher hard enough to turn my knuckles white. I kept it with me as I ran through the rest of the house, making sure there weren't any other fires before I could let myself think about anything else.

The place was clear of fire now, though the air was filled with the smells of smoke and burnt plastic. I shut down the smoke alarms, and I noticed my bedroom had been ransacked in a way nothing else had—a normal way, like what I'd expected when I'd first walked in. My closet was open and rifled through, clothes on the ground. My dresser, too, and my bed was shoved to the side, my mattress half-off the frame. But at a quick glance, nothing appeared to be missing, and I didn't have anything valuable I kept in here anyway.

I opened my windows and stepped outside to breathe fresh air, waiting for my cough to go away. I sat in my car so I wouldn't get stared at and I ground my teeth.

Too many magic tricks. Too much crazy bullshit for it be just tricks. I was dealing with something serious here—and I'd walked away from the only people who might have any idea what to do, with no way to find them again.

"Fuck," I said, starting my car. I had no plan besides just going to pick up Brutus. Normally I got him after dinner, but I didn't want to go home, I just wanted my dog. And I had to...do something. I just didn't know what.

I pulled away from my place like there was a fire underneath my car, and I got Brutus from the kennel. He sniffed me like crazy from the backseat, smelling the smoke and whatever else on my clothes.

"It's okay, buddy," I said to him absentmindedly, pulling away and just driving with no destination in mind. But after twenty minutes in the car, Brutus started getting antsy, and to be honest, so did I. I didn't like the idea of abandoning my home. It felt like defeat.

So I drove back home, but I kept Brutus in the car until I did two more pass-throughs of the house, making sure nothing else was going to get set off.

Brutus bounded joyfully toward the door when I went to get him, but his energy died quickly as he walked into the house, smelling the smoke in the air.

"It'll air out," I told him. "Come on, let's get you dinner."

I took him to the kitchen, since the spot where he normally ate had a big scorch mark on the floor. I washed his bowls out and gave him fresh food and water, leaning against the fridge and staring at nothing as I listened to him wolf down his food. House fire or no, nothing was going to stop this dog from eating.

I looked up pet-friendly hotels on my phone. I didn't want to abandon my house, but I also didn't want to keep us both here if it wasn't truly safe. I could swing a hotel for a while if I had to.

Tucking my phone back into my pocket, though, I realized that I didn't know where we would be safe. They—whoever they were—had found my house, and hell if I knew how. I certainly hadn't left my driver's license behind at the scene. What was to stop them from finding me at a hotel?

Backed into the wall, I only had one idea. So I got Brutus in the car again, but I took him back to the kennel. They did overnights too, and I didn't want to take him where I was going. It might be dangerous.

With Brutus in safe hands, I went back to the woods.

It took me longer than expected to find the clearing again. I hadn't been paying a ton of attention as Brutus had dragged me through the woods last night, and now in the fading daylight, everything looked just a little different. But eventually, panting for air as I hustled uphill, I saw a familiar gap in the trees and I went for it.

What I walked into was an empty clearing. There was no meeting of witches; no angry, cloak-wearing sorcerer lying in wait to kill me. The latter was some small relief, but mostly I was disappointed.

What had I really expected? That Azalea, Cassandra, and Esme would be waiting here with open arms? Maybe with a picnic lunch?

"I'm an idiot," I said to myself, and I sat down in the grass. Five feet from this spot, I had slammed my fist into Arick's face. The memory brought me some thin satisfaction. Of course, it had caused me more trouble than it was worth. Maybe he would have set fire to my place anyway, but clocking him in the face certainly hadn't helped matters.

Not that I felt bad about it. Fuck that guy.

I slowly let my body relax until I was lying down and staring up at the sky. It was overcast, what remained of the sun covered by an ashen cloud that threw a pallor over the clearing. I thought to myself that it had looked much prettier late at night.

I let the grass poke up between my fingers and tried to make a plan. And since I wasn't a huge fan of fleeing, the best I could come up with was getting back to my house and staying there, waiting for the next attempt.

"Yeah, great idea, Marcus," I said, plucking up a blade of grass. "Then you can end up floating in the air before being set on fire."

I would keep Brutus at the kennel until this was resolved, that was for sure. Not the best deal for the big guy, but better than him getting caught up in something bad.

I watched the gray cloud slowly move away from the sun, the big orange ball straining behind it. I'd leave once the wind had pushed the cloud away. Then I'd go back home, and I'd be the one lying in wait. It was the best I could come up with on short notice.

The cloud was drifting. I sat up in the grass, letting out a breath. It had been oddly cozy, despite the turmoil that had happened here. If this all worked out, maybe I could—

"Hey."

I scrambled to my feet, turning and wheeling backward, raising my hands to find...

Azalea.

The petite woman wasn't in her fantasy garb today, instead wearing a brilliantly-green top that snuggled her breasts close together. Her orange-red hair was back in a curly ponytail, and she had on black jeans that showed off the curves of her hips, a silver-studded belt snaking through the loops.

"Holy mother of god," I said, bending with a relieved laugh, "you scared the absolute fuck out of me."

"Didn't you expect me?" Azalea asked sweetly, stepping closer. "Isn't that why you're here?"

"I...guess," I acknowledged. "It was more of a shot in the dark than anything."

"Well, lucky for you, I thought ahead." Azalea flashed me a brilliant smile. "I didn't believe you were just human at first, but once I did, I popped back here to cast a little ward. Nothing too complex, but just enough to not be tripped by a deer wandering in. I used a hair off your shirt, hope that's okay."

"My...you...a hair?" I was lost.

"Force of habit," Azalea said, getting closer. She was just a foot from me now, looking up at me. I had like six inches on her. "I took it last night when I felt you. I thought it might come in handy, and clearly it did. This way the ward detected you specifically, rather than just any human wandering through."

"So that's how you knew I was here," I said. "You set up some kind of...alarm system."

Azalea wrinkled her nose. "That sounds so ugly. It's a ward. Don't you..." She twisted her mouth. "Right, you're human. I believe it, but it's hard to get used to after seeing you just...brush off Arick's attack like that." Azalea bit her lip. "I've never seen anything like it."

I had to fight the urge to puff up my chest. This woman was really hot, and having her fawning over me was winning me over. But I still had a thousand questions, with more popping up each passing second.

"So, about the 'why I'm here' thing," I said, unsure of where to start. "Something happened at my house. Stuff was floating, it caught on fire..." I sighed. "I have no explanation for it. But I assume it had to be that guy I punched, though I don't know how he found me."

"There's a few ways he could have found you, especially since he touched you," Azalea said. "Tracking his own ether, probably. His people are better at that, or I'd have tracked you myself."

"I don't know what that means."

"Right. Human." Azalea stepped forward and gently put her hand on my arm. "Are you hurt? What about your dog, is he okay?"

"He's...fine. Thanks for asking." I didn't pull away from her touch. "Me too. The place didn't burn down or anything."

"So he just wanted to scare you." Azalea looked me up and down. "But he didn't attack you personally again, which means he's the one who's scared. Oh, this is so great. Listen, Marcus. I don't know why he can't hurt you, but I don't want him to find a way how. And I think we can help each other out. I want to bring you to our haven, alright? He can't find you there."

"Only if you tell me what's going on, okay?" I said, taking her hand. "I'm tired of being in the dark about all this shit I don't understand."

"We're not supposed to tell humans about magic," Azalea said, "but I don't care. You're human, but you're special. And you deserve to know what's going on."

She squeezed my hand harder. Her slim fingers were surprisingly strong. "But we should go now, just in case Arick set up any wards here, or is coming back to. Okay?"

"Okay. Did you park nearby?"

Azalea laughed, and then I closed my eyes as we were engulfed by a flash of light.
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"Sit down, here," I heard her saying, but her voice was far away and my vision was fuzzy. "The first time being transported can be unsettling."

Her hands guided me onto a cushioned seat. I closed my eyes, hearing a ringing that was more in my head than in my ears.

"A little warning would have been nice," I mumbled, slowly cracking my eyes open.

"Sorry, Marcus." As my vision cleared, she did look regretful. "I just wanted to get us out of there as soon as possible to be safe."

I looked around. I was in a dining room, sitting down at a long table which actually had a candelabra on it. I didn't think I had ever actually seen one of those in real life. The place was dim, the curtains drawn, but the architecture that I could see was modern, so I didn't think I had been spirited away to some castle in England or something. In fact, I could hear the sounds of traffic outside.

"Are we still in Hollisburg?"

"Mm-hm." Azalea sat down next to me. "I prefer to stay within transport distance of the haven, otherwise it's much more of a pain to get back here."

"The haven," I repeated. "You live here? All three of you?"

"Some of the time," Azalea said. "We have our own places, too, but the haven is the most protected."

"Hence the name," I said, still feeling a little dazed, but it was going away.

"Mm." Azalea hopped out of her chair and sat her butt on the table, looking at me. "You feel okay?"

"Better," I said. The place smelled really good, like cinnamon and firesmoke. I was taking it all in now. "So. You just teleported me here. Which is crazy for me to even say out loud..."

"I don't hang out with a lot of humans," Azalea said. "I forget that this kind of stuff is unusual for you. Hell and below, where do I even start?"

I watched her twirl a strand of hair around her finger. If I hadn't just been magically teleported by her, I would have assumed she was just a typical graduate student, albeit an incredibly hot one who was inexplicably flirty with me.

"Maybe I should ask some questions," I offered.

Azalea nodded. "Okay. But don't be mad if I can't answer everything. There's some stuff we don't talk about with anyone outside the coven."

"I'm okay with just the basics for now," I said, my mind running. "So you're a coven. A coven of...of witches?"

"Yep. I don't know if there are other kinds of covens." A smile grew on Azalea's face.

"And that guy from the woods is...?"

"Wizard." Azalea rolled her eyes. "I dunno. They're not all bad, obviously. But Arick and his guild are the worst."

"Wizard," I repeated. "Jesus. Okay." The only way to not feel crazy was to just go along with this and not question it too much. It wasn't that I didn't believe her. It was that I couldn't quite fit all this into my brain at the moment.

"And you guys," I continued, "you're, what, in some kind of war with them? And I'm caught in the middle now?"

Azalea tilted her head, thinking about it. "Not a war. Not even a feud, really—well, until now, I guess. We had a deal, and before last night it was just a disagreement, something with the artifact contracts. I don't know exactly what, Esme would know, but it was..."

"Bureaucratic?" I said.

Azalea snapped her fingers. "Exactly. Which is why I wrote the Legion, I figured we could get a consultation? Then you showed up and I thought they had sent a warrior." Azalea laughed, her eyes lighting up. "You really manhandled Arick. It was nice to see him on the ground, he always acts like he's some big shot."

"So witches and wizards are not only real, but they have to deal with paperwork?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Sadly," Azalea said. "It normally prevents things from getting heated, though. Law and order and all that? Though obviously it didn't work this time around."

There was still a lot I wanted to know about, but I suddenly felt wiped out. I had been running on high tension ever since the fire in my place, and I hadn't really had a chance to relax.

But I felt comfortable here. I didn't know if it was something magical about the place, or maybe just Azalea being there with me. But I was finally able to just take a deep breath and let my heart slow down.

Azalea moved a little closer to me, inching over on the table. Her leg hung down between my knees, and her foot nudged against the inside of my calf.

"You're exhausted," she said, concern in her voice. "Oh, Marcus, this must be a lot."

"I'm fine," I said, though the words didn't have much conviction. "Maybe I just need a minute…to take all this in."

"We can do better than these old chairs." Azalea got down off the table, her leg brushing against mine as she took my hand and pulled me out of the chair. "Come here, I want you to come and lay in my bed."

"That's really not necessary," I said, but she was already pulling me, leading me out of the dining room. God, she really was strong for being like five-foot-six.

"Lots of things aren't necessary, but they're nice," Azalea said, casting a look back at me. She pulled me through the haven, which looked to be a large apartment, though I had no idea what part of the city we were in. I felt like this decor should look out of place here—vintage wallpaper, gold trim, authentic paintings on canvas—but it didn't somehow, all coming together nicely.

Not that I had the chance to take in a lot of detail. Azalea pushed open a door at the end of a hall, and suddenly we were in her bedroom and I became aware of two things. First, that we were the only people here, and I didn't hear any other sounds in the house.

And two, that delicious cinnamon and firesmoke smell wasn't the haven, it was Azalea herself. Was this what magic smelled like?

"Come on," Azalea said, guiding me over to her bed. "I have a very comfortable bed, you're going to love it."

"Azalea." I stopped, putting my hands on her shoulders. "What are you doing?"

She grinned, sheepish. "I'm not very subtle, am I? I just haven't been this, this attracted to someone in a long time. I mean, hell, Marcus, you're so hot, and seeing you fight Arick like that, it was just...I haven't been able to stop thinking about you."

I felt my face get a little hot. "You're...no way. Azalea, I have to be twenty years older than you."

"Twenty-one, actually," Azalea said. "I'm twenty-four."

"You know how old I am? Oh. More magic." I blinked.

Azalea winked. "Starting to get used to it, right? Anyway, does that bother you?"

"No," I said honestly. "Just feels too good to be true."

"Marcus," Azalea said, sliding her hands up my chest and pressing her body right up against mine. "You can believe in magic, but you can't believe in me?"

Her face was just inches from mine, and for the first time that day, I knew exactly what I wanted. I kissed Azalea the witch, sliding my fingers into her hair and wrapping my arms around her.

She kissed me back hard, passionately, and I tugged the tie from her ponytail to let her hair tumble down. Azalea stepped forward, pushing us both back into the bed, and I fell backward onto the covers with her on top of me.

"Good kisser, too," Azalea said, looking down at me with her lips parted. She sat up, straddling me and resting her ass right on my crotch. She wiggled down on me and I groaned, hard and pressing into her.

I sat up and I put my arms around her again, but this time I went inside her shirt, kissing her neck. The craziness of the last day had me wound tight as a spring, and it was all being released here, with her, this sexy woman on top of me who had gone out of her way to make sure I was safe.

And maybe to seduce me as well, but I certainly wasn't complaining.

I cupped her breasts through her bra, and Azalea reached down to pull off her green top, baring her creamy skin and the black bra beneath with its ornate lacework hiding her tits.

"Go on and take it off," Azalea said, pushing forward so that my hands slid around her sides.

"You don't have some magic trick to undressing?" It was a half-tease, my fingers already working the clasp open.

"I do," Azalea whispered, her breath hot on my ear, "but this way is so much better."

I pulled the clasp open and the bra came off, her tits in my face, big and warm and I buried myself in them, tweaking her stiff pink nipples with my fingers before putting my mouth to one and pulling on it gently with my teeth.

"God, yes," Azalea gasped, her fingers clutching at my head as I sucked her nipple, and in that moment I became ravenous for her. There was nothing else in the world, no magic or danger or appointments the next day. Just her and me and her incredible body that I wanted every inch of.

I twisted us to the side, getting on top of her. Azalea's breasts jiggled, and I steadied them by taking two handfuls, letting go only to get my pants off. She unbuttoned my shirt, getting three buttons down before tugging upward to just take the whole thing off.

At some point, she had slipped out of her jeans. My cock rubbed up against black satin panties, panties that were wet with all the thinking she'd been doing about me.

"Oh my fucking lord, that feels good," Azalea moaned, wriggling her underwear-clad pussy up harder against my cock. And hell, I wanted to hear that from her all day, and I would have rubbed myself raw up against her panties if she asked me to.

But I couldn't resist slipping my finger beneath them, sliding them to the side to reveal her glistening pussy with her trimmed pubic hair, a much lighter red than the fire atop her head. I slipped my cock along those wet lips, holding her panties to the side, and both of us let out moans of pleasure as flesh met flesh and we moved together with slick, hot ease.

I was just rubbing up along her, my cock throbbing, dying to bury myself inside of her but wanting to savor this too, how she felt, how she looked, how close I could feel to someone who I barely knew.

Azalea's hand came up, rubbing across my chest. "You don't have to worry about protection," she said, her eyes on mine and every part of her begging for me. "I need you inside me, Marcus."

The panties stayed on. I lowered myself down and plunged into her, and she cried out as I filled her tight pussy. I kissed her neck, then her lips, our tongues dancing as I fucked her with her panties pushed to the side, sliding in and out of her warmth over and over.

She licked my ear and reached down to rub at her clit, her knuckles brushing my groin as her breath hitched and her moans grew higher. She came on a thrust inward, her other hand scratching lines into my back, her hair wild and bouncing on the bed as she squeezed her eyes shut and rode her orgasm.

I thrust deep into her and let go, exploding inside Azalea in a surge of pleasure that flowed and ebbed for a long minute before I was spent, pulling out of her. Her panties, bunched and soaked, slid partway back over her lips while she lay panting and looking up at me.

"I really, really needed that," she said.


6
[image: image-placeholder]


Ineeded it, too, and I'd had no idea how badly until I was in bed with her. We got cleaned up and found our clothes, finally ending up lying in her bed like she had proposed in the first place.

"You smell really good," I murmured to her, my face in her hair. "Like...autumn."

"I'd like to tell you it's a witch thing, but it's really just my conditioner," Azalea purred, a grin on her face. "If there's one thing magic can't pull off, it's a good beauty regimen."

"So it's possible I've seen you around in the city, in a department store or something?" I said. "...no. I'd remember you."

"Maybe I was in disguise." Azalea's eyes went wide, then she laughed. "Just kidding. It's a big city. And I don't dress really flashy when I'm just out shopping."

I wondered what part of Hollisburg she lived in, if she didn't spend all her time at this haven place. "So if I were to—"

I was interrupted by the barest flash of light at her almost-closed door, immediately followed by the sound of footsteps somewhere further away in the big apartment.

"Damn." Azalea sat up, straightening her shirt. "I lost track of time."

"Your friends?"

"Cassandra and Esme." Azalea got off the bed, shaking her hair out. "I meant to prepare something to say to them about you being here, but...I got distracted."

She licked her lips and grabbed my hand. "Let's go and tell them. I speak better from the heart, anyway."

"Azalea." I didn't let her pull me away this time. "If I'm not welcome here, I'm not going to stay. That wasn't what I was trying to do."

"Stop." Azalea shook her head. "You're staying where you're safe, that's what I care about. And what they care about too, whether or not Esme wants to be nice about it."

We left her bedroom, and I heard the other two witches talking to each other, though I couldn't make out what they were saying. Azalea led us back to the dining room, where Cassandra sat at one end of the table, taking off her heeled boots, and Esme paced at the opposite end, her long, dark hair flying behind her.

Cassandra saw us first, and her mouth formed a small O of surprise before brightening into a smile as she stood up. "You found him!"

"He was looking for us," Azalea said, beaming.

Esme had stopped her pacing, staring at me from the opposite side of the long dining room table. "Azalea. Really?"

"Esme, his house was cursed," Azalea said, crossing her arms. "Arick or someone from their guild set fire traps. We have to keep him safe."

"I'm talking about you fucking him," Esme said, her dark eyes flashing. "Your aura reeks of it. Was that part of keeping him safe?"

Azalea's face turned red, but she didn't say anything. Cassandra's eyebrows went up, though she didn't look offended like Esme did. I thought she might have been trying not to grin.

I felt the need to interject. "Azalea was nice enough to help me when I had nowhere else to go," I said. "I'm not trying to intrude. I just need to know how to deal with these wizard people so that I don't need to worry about my bed catching on fire."

"So you told him everything, too." Esme glared daggers at the redhead.

"I told him what he needs to know, and not nearly enough," Azalea shot back. "It's not his fault he got wrapped up in this!"

"You think I don't know that?" Esme stormed around the table, and I saw that she was in a dark skirt and beige blouse. Civilian clothes with a hint of witchy flavor. "It's hard enough keeping our one small coven from, from—from writing to the Legion or dismantling loaned artifacts or—bringing humans to our haven!"

Esme stopped in front of Azalea, breathing hard and pushing her hair out of her face. "I am responsible for all of us, and now I'm responsible for Marcus, and this is the very last thing we need!"

"Esme." Cassandra put a hand on the tall witch's shoulder. "Things boiling over with Arick was inevitable. He was looking for any excuse, and Marcus coming by was what he chose. If that hadn't happened, he would have called for conflict when we presented our findings. He and the guild were always going to do this."

Esme put her hand on Cassandra's, looking from me to Azalea. "You're right. You're right. I just hoped...that this wouldn't happen so damned soon."

The brunette sat down in one of the dining room chairs, letting out a breath. "The guild coming after you changes things. I need to know what happened at your house, Marcus."

Esme suddenly looked exhausted. I had been prepared to shout, or make my case, but I thought maybe I was starting to see what was happening here, or at least some of it. She was the leader of their coven, and whatever they had going on between them and the wizards, maybe she had started it. So anything that made it worse, she took fault for.

Or maybe she just didn't like me. I wouldn't even blame her for that. All my appearance had done, apparently, was to cause her trouble.

I told Esme what I had told Azalea, while Cassandra slipped behind me to whisper to the redhead. I thought I heard hushed laughter, but I was focused on Esme.

"I'm sorry," I told her once I was done, "that this all happened because of me. Even if it really was inevitable."

"I suppose it was." Esme stood again, having composed herself. She looked past me. "Cassandra. Azalea. I have to keep my appointment with the artificer, so I can't do this myself. We need more information on what they did to his home. Go there with him, do a sweep, find out what was done and if anything remains. Then..."

She sighed. "Bring him back here, I suppose. Until we can figure out what else is to be done."

"I appreciate that," I said, "but I didn't go looking for you all so I could crash at your place. I can find somewhere safe on my own."

"Safety is a thing of the past as long as the Thorne Guild is seeking revenge on you," Esme told me, her dark eyes serious. "That is true for you and for our coven both, and you running off to get hunted down is not an option. You're not dying under our watch, nor will you be used as leverage against us."

I didn't like the way she was looking at me. "I don't need babysitters," I told her. "You were there in the woods, too. I can handle myself."

"That might be true," Esme said, looking at me closely, "because there are things we don't understand about you. But I don't make decisions based on missing information."

"Marcus." Cassandra put a hand on my shoulder. "This is the best place for you, at least for now. Don't be concerned. We'll get this issue sorted out, and you can go back to your normal life."

"You came for help," Azalea said. "Aren't you going to let us help?"

My hackles were up, and that wasn't what I wanted. Because even if Esme made it seem like I was nothing but a splinter in her side, I did get the sense that she just wanted me to be safe. It was just hard not to be prickly when there was so much I didn't understand, and I felt half-useless.

So I forced myself to swallow the stupid pride that was getting me nowhere.

"Okay. You're right." I looked between the three of them. "I'm out of my depth, and I need help. Thank you."

"That's better." Esme turned her wrist, checking her watch on the underside. "I have to go. Be thorough at his house. We'll talk tonight."

A blue shape drawn with her fingertip, and Esme was gone. How convenient that must be.

Now I was suddenly alone with Azalea and Cassandra, and I turned to them, shrugging.

"I guess that went well enough?" I said.

"Oh, sure," Cassandra said. "You have no idea what Esme's like when she's really mad."

Azalea nodded. "Truly scary. That's why it's Arick and his buddies who should be worried, not you."

Cassandra elbowed Azalea. "I know we have to go and look at his house. But you have to tell me what you got up to. Both of you." She looked over to me. "Esme's a lot better at aura-reading than I am. I wouldn't have guessed that you two had sex."

"I told you we'd talk about it later!" Azalea said, giving Cassandra a tiny shove while I got a little hot around the ears.

"Well, maybe I'm just jealous." Cassandra brushed her hands down her blue blouse. The bottom of it fluttered over her jeans. "You just told me you were placing a ward, you didn't tell me you'd be going to bed with him the second you got him inside."

"It...just happened." Azalea grinned at me. "Right?"

"Right..." I had no idea what to say, or if I should say anything at all.

"How was it?" Cassandra was asking me, her gray eyes practically sparkling, and now I really didn't know what to say.

"I said later!" Azalea grabbed Cassandra by the hand, and me, and pulled us both into her. "We're going back to the woods. Marcus, hold your breath, it helps with the sensation."

I sucked in a breath as Azalea drew a shape, and we were gone.
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"Why not just transport us to my house?" I asked.

The three of us were in my car, the two ladies in the back since the passenger seat was covered in dog fur. Azalea had taken us right back to where I'd met her in the woods, and by the time I had fully recovered from the transport shakes (which is what Cassandra called them), we had already made it back to my car. Only now had I thought to ask the question.

"It doesn't work exactly like that," Cassandra said, and Azalea interrupted.

"I could tell him."

"Well, if I tell him, now we've both discussed secrets with him, and Esme can't be mad at just you, right?" Cassandra pointed out.

"Aw, Cass. You really do have my back." Azalea leaned over and squeezed her. "I love you."

"You know I do, Zay." Cassandra met my eyes in the rearview mirror. "So, Marcus. Transportation doesn't just send you anywhere you want to go. It takes you to where you've planted a sigil, and it works better the closer you are to your destination. The further away you are, the further you might end up from your sigil."

"We have a sigil in the woods," Azalea added. "And one at the haven, obviously."

"Is that what you draw in the air?" I questioned. "Before you transport?"

Cassandra nodded. "You're sharp. That's right, and it dictates where we go."

"But there's no sigil at my house."

"Not yet." Cassandra looked out the window as I drove. "I'll draw one. It'll be good to have."

I looked at her in the rearview mirror. Azalea was cuddled up against her, the two of them looking like the best of friends despite whatever tiff might have brewed because Azalea and I had slept together.

Cassandra was beautiful, her blonde hair a light shade of gold, her lips dark with liner. Her makeup was subtle but striking, and she had a black choker around her neck with a brass pendant hanging down. It dangled above her ample breasts, which stretched out the fabric of her deep blue blouse.

I swerved the car back into my lane. Staring at hot women in the mirror was tempting, but not a great driving practice.

I parked us on the street in front of my place and we got out. This time the door was closed and locked, as I'd left it. That was something of a relief.

"The two of us will approach," Cassandra said, stepping forward with Azalea while gently placing a hand on my chest. "We can detect magic, no matter how clever the guild thinks they are."

"Do you want the key?" I asked.

"That's okay," Azalea said. "Just give us a minute."

The two witches walked to my front door, and I tried to watch them work and understand what was going on without ogling them. The past day I'd been a little too preoccupied to fully appreciate how good they looked. But now that things had settled down at least a little, I was finding that fact hard to ignore. Especially after this evening with Azalea.

The daylight was fading, and the street lights switched on while we were standing there, me ten feet back from my door. The women talked to each other, and I had the feeling they weren't just discussing magical entrapments. I didn't know exactly how, just a body language thing. They weren't fighting, but they were being quiet and secretive.

But what the hell did I know? They probably just didn't want me to overhear anything too confidential to their coven.

"We're okay to go inside," Azalea announced, and as I stepped forward to give them the key, she touched her finger to the knob and the door creaked open. She looked back at me with a twinkle in her eye.

"They teach you how to pick locks in witch school?" I said, tucking my keys back in my pocket, and she laughed.

"There's no witch school, but I'll tell you how I learned all my tricks some other time." Azalea beckoned me over.

"Opening locks is useful, but it is a little...frowned upon," Cassandra said to me. But she smiled at Azalea. "Unless it's for a good cause."

"As opposed to setting my house on fire." I grimaced, and we stepped through the doorway. I was glad to see nothing floating, which wasn't something I thought I'd ever have to worry about. It was amazing how quickly your life could change in a single day.

They had me stay put at the entryway while they walked through the house to sweep the rest of it, and while I stood there with my hands in my pockets, I ran through a frantic mental checklist to see if I'd left out anything embarrassing. I mean, the place wasn't clean. It was still dotted with scorch marks, of course, but at least all of my dirty laundry was in a lidded hamper. My bed wasn't made, but that was about it. Oh, I hadn't cleaned my tub in a long time. But they weren't going to be pulling back my shower curtain, right?

The two of them were back a couple minutes later.

"All clear," Cassandra said, flexing her fingers. "Mm. It feels good to do a sweep like this. It's been a while. I love that picture in your hall, by the way."

Oh, god. That stupid framed wolf picture. "Uh. It's for my dog Brutus. To remind him of his roots."

Cassandra giggled. "Of course. Where is he, by the way?"

"The kennel, I figured that was best until all this is...sorted out."

"Good, good." Cassandra glanced at Azalea. "Maybe we can sit down in the kitchen and discuss our next moves, mm? We have some time before Esme will be back at the haven and we have to give our report."

The three of us moved to the kitchen, sitting around my small table.

"The place is safe for now," Azalea said, moving a strand of hair out of her face, "but we can't guarantee it will stay that way."

"You two can't put some sort of..." I waved my hands. "Magical protection on it?"

They looked at each other, then back to me.

"It's possible," Cassandra said, "but close to useless if we don't know what we're protecting against. Fire traps was one thing. Will they do that again? Where? With what level of power? Or will it be something else entirely?"

"There's not really a catch-all," Azalea said. "But—oh—at the least, we can make your door resistant to magical force, lockbreaking, stuff like that."

"It's better than nothing," Cassandra agreed, "but the best place for you is still the haven. Which reminds me, let me go and draw that sigil."

She stood from the table and headed toward the back of the house.

"It's better if it's somewhere discreet," Azalea said. "The underside of a floorboard or something. She'll find a good spot."

At that, Azalea slid her chair over closer to me, close enough for her leg to touch mine.

"Are you doing okay with all of this stuff?" Her hand went to mine. "We're just giving you bits and pieces because we figure it can be overwhelming."

"I'm wrapping my head around most of it," I said, and then I just laughed. "Okay, some of it, not most of it. But I think I'm getting the important parts."

"Okay, good, because I wanted to bring up something else." Azalea slid her hand up to my shoulder, and she leaned in conspiratorially, her breasts pushing into my arm. "Cassandra and I were talking about you."

"Oh." Crap. I hoped I hadn't started a problem between the two of them. They seemed to be getting along fine, but I knew next-to-nothing about witches. Or about women in their twenties, for that matter.

Azalea clucked her tongue. "You got so tense just now! You whole aura tightened up. Relax, Marcus, it's not a bad thing."

Aura. More magic that I didn't understand. I ignored that and tried to follow her advice.

"We were talking about where you would stay in the haven," Azalea continued. "There's only the three bedrooms."

Her hand moved from my shoulder to my back, sliding gently down while her fingers moved in little circles.

"I've slept on my share of couches," I started to say, but Azalea gave a tiny shake of her head.

"My god. You're way too polite. That's why I knew I had to say something." Azalea moved in even closer, wrapping her arm around my side. "Obviously you're staying in somebody's bed. Cassandra and I figured you could just switch between sleeping with me and sleeping with her, what do you think?"

Yep. I didn't understand witches, or women, or the combination thereof. It was a miracle that I managed to respond at all.

"Why…would you want me to sleep with Cassandra?"

Azalea looked up at me, blinking like she didn't understand the question. "What do you mean? She's so freaking hot, obviously, and I know you think so. You don't need to be embarrassed about it."

"I don't—" I had been about to protest, but I figured she could see the truth in my aura or whatever. It wasn't exactly a secret that Cassandra was gorgeous; they both were. I just hadn't expected Azalea to be bringing it up. "Alright, I don't know how witches do it, but the women I've dated before aren't happy about the idea of their guy with someone else."

"Oh, are you my guy?" Azalea smirked, and I knew she was fucking with me. But it forced a gruff laugh out, despite me trying to hold it in.

That made her smile wider. "I like you a lot, Marcus, and so does Cassandra. You were all we could talk about all day. And it annoyed Esme to no end." Azalea flipped her hair back. "It's not a witch thing. It's a...me thing. A Cassandra thing. If we both like someone, why should that mean one of us misses out?"

Azalea found my hand again, giving me a meaningful look. "As long as it's something you're comfortable with. You know?"

"I..." I paused, trying to reconcile a day that consisted of arson attempts, magical teleportation, and a proposition like this. The truth was, while the idea had caught me off-guard, it actually didn't make me feel as strange as I thought it would.

It was something about the two of them. Esme, too, for that matter—in a whirlwind day full of insane revelations, never once did I feel like they were lying to me. And that was something I couldn't say confidently about anyone I met in my normal daily routine. I didn't even have faith in the guy at the coffee shop to give me decaf.

But with Azalea and Cassandra, it was different. There was a sincerity about them, something genuine. Esme's intensity felt the same. And given how I'd been targeted by various magical attentions at this point, both malicious and not, I could tell that this didn't feel like something magical in that sense.

It was just them. How they were. And damn it, I really liked how I felt around these women.

"What color is my aura when I'm, you know, turned on?" A grin spread across my face, and Azalea matched it.

"It's more that it gets brighter," she said. "I'm not the best at reading auras, but that was obvious from a mile away."

"And your first thought was: I want to see him make out with Cassandra."

"Oh, something a lot naughtier than that." Azalea licked her lips. "But making out would be a good start."

My aura must have been like a flashbulb when I noticed Cassandra in the doorway, watching us with a smile on her face. I wondered if she could see it, too.
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"Find a good place for the sigil?" Azalea asked.

Cassandra sat back down at the table, her gray eyes drifting to me. "Oh, yes. I'm very talented at finding the exact right spot."

Yeah, I had the feeling she had seen some kind of flare in my aura. But just because I was okay (fine, more than okay) with the idea of being with both of them, that didn't mean I knew how to go about it.

"I know you've told the story twice at this point," Cassandra said, "but take us through it again. Try to be as detailed as possible, starting with what you saw the moment you arrived home."

Her eyes were cool and sharp, and as I started my retelling, she pulled out her phone to take down notes.

"You weren't hurt at all, right?" Cassandra asked me.

I thought back. "Not really hurt. I did get a little burned by one of the fires as I ran past."

"Where?" Cassandra peered at me. "Show me."

"On this forearm."

She set down her phone to examine me. At the same time, Azalea's own phone buzzed, and she pulled it from her pocket.

"Esme's calling, probably something with the artificer." Azalea stood. "I'll hop outside a few minutes."

"Sure. We'll be good here." Cassandra met Azalea's eye, and god knows what kind of nonverbal communication passed between them in those moments. Then the petite redhead was out the door, and it was just Cassandra and me in the quiet kitchen.

Her fingers slid up my forearm. The touch gave me goosebumps, and she had to have seen them, but she didn't comment. She looked up from my arm, her golden hair brushing the tops of her shoulders, her lips slightly parted and her eyes the stunning gray of an approaching storm.

"Do you remember where it touched you?" Cassandra asked.

I was suddenly finding it hard to remember the details of something that happened a few hours ago. I opened my mouth to speak, and nothing came out.

"Marcus." She pressed her fingers into me a little harder.

"Sorry. Sorry. Uh." I glanced down. "Right here. You can see where the hair is a little...burnt off."

Cassandra rubbed her thumb over that spot, which was just a few inches wide. "Mm," she said with some concern. "It doesn't hurt?"

"Only if you rub it a few hundred more times."

Cassandra brushed her thumb across it again, smiling lightly. "This is interesting. Arick tries to scorch you by touch and nothing happens. But you brush up against a magical flame and end up burning hair off." Her eyes flicked away from mine as she thought. "I'm not sure what to make of it."

"I didn't think fire burning me was such a remarkable idea," I said.

"Maybe it's not." She met my eyes again. "I may be overthinking it. I have a tendency to do that sort of thing."

I smirked. "I have some experience with that."

"I'm glad you didn't get hurt." Cassandra looked guilty. "I feel like...last night, I wasn't quick enough. I was too busy being shocked by what you did to Arick, and only Azalea thought to even try to tell you how to find us." She sighed. "The ward was her idea, too."

"I'm not sure I understand the problem."

"I'm not considerate." Cassandra bit her lip. "I'm trying to be better about that. I spent all this time thinking about the fight, and what kind of powers or enchantments you must have, and what it could mean—I wasn't thinking about you. About Marcus."

"Cassandra, you don't owe me anything," I said. "You've already done more for me than....well, anyone in recent memory. I don't know anyone else in my life who'd be willing to clear my apartment like a bomb squad."

Cassandra's eyes drifted to the side. "If you say so. But there was a trap waiting for you, and I should have expected that. I should have acted on it, should have found a way to locate you. You don't deserve to be put in danger like this, and I'm not going to let anything happen to you."

I pulled my arm back a little, just so that I could hold her hand.

"I trust you," I told her. "And I really like just being around you."

"I was kind of mad," she said quietly, bringing her eyes back to mine, "that Azalea found you first. Not mad at her, just mad at myself. I just hope I can still..."

She slipped her fingers into mine, moving nearer. Her face was just inches away. "Be close with you, too."

"I'd like that," I said. "A lot."

Cassandra was close, and then she was closer, and then she was kissing me and I kissed her back, her lips soft on mine and her tongue pressing forward. She smelled like lavender and sunshine and she tasted vibrant and beautiful and lightly of spearmint.

I could hardly believe this was happening. I put my arms around her, and her fingers went behind my neck, cradling me, before we pulled apart and looked at each other. Her cheeks were pink, the corner of her mouth turning up in a smile, and before I could say anything, I heard a squeal from the doorway.

We both turned our heads to see Azalea there, her hands up at her mouth, hiding the smile that was too far into her eyes to be a secret.

"Sorry," she whispered. "I tried to be quiet."

"You spied on us?" I asked, while Cassandra laughed into her hand.

"No. No no." Azalea shook her head, lowering her hands. "I just got back now. I didn't want to, ahem, interrupt. Esme said she'll be a little longer than expected with the artificer, but we still have to catalogue the last half-day with the artifacts."

Cassandra made a tch sound. "Right. I forgot we'd fallen behind on that."

I was still getting used to the idea of a girl I'd slept with being happy to see me kissing her friend, but I decided not to question it. Cassandra looked at me like she was thinking of a million things she wanted to do besides take more notes, and the idea of that was tempting. Very tempting. But I could tell there was pressure on the two witches, and I didn't want to be the reason they missed some kind of deadline, or pissed Esme off further.

"I think we left off on my arm," I said, giving Cassandra a quick squeeze on the hip before pulling back so she could keep examining me.

"Okay," she said, pushing her hair back behind her ear and pulling out her phone again. "Let's be as detailed as possible."

We went over things for ten or fifteen more minutes, and once the two of them were satisfied, we left and headed out to my car. Azalea took a few moments to magically bolster my door.

"It's not perfect, but it'll help," she said, getting into the car. I started us up, but it didn't pull away from the curb.

"I know I said I didn't want to impose," I started, turning around to look at them in the back. "And I don't. But what about Brutus? I hate to leave him at the kennel for more than a couple days, especially if he might not be safe there." I twisted my mouth. "That guy already tried to hurt him once."

"Oh my god, of course he can come!" Azalea said excitedly, leaning forward.

"He's really no trouble, he pretty much sleeps all day," I said.

"I'd love to have him in the haven," Cassandra said with a smile. "And don't worry about Esme. The haven is the haven. If she has any issues with Brutus, she can just stay at her place."

I really didn't want to ruffle any feathers, but I would ruffle what I had to if it meant keeping Brutus safe.

"Thank you," I said to them, turning back around. "Do you mind if we go and pick him up?"

They didn't mind, and when Brutus jumped into the car and happily greeted them over the back of the passenger seat, Cassandra and Azalea were laughing and petting him and basically treating him like a prince. I knew he would be happy at the haven.
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It took me a minute to get the logistics straight, but we decided the best thing to do was for me to leave my car behind and for them to transport all of us to the haven. They didn't need to have a sigil planted in order to transport from a spot, just to a spot. So they could get to the haven from any direction, as long as they weren't too far away.

A couple blocks down the road, there was a parking lot I rented a space at, after street parking a few years ago had led to my car getting hit by a snowplow. In case you were wondering if the city pays for the damage, they don't. So rather than deal with that again in the coming winters, I decided to keep my car in that lot.

We dropped my car off there, and Cassandra found a discreet spot to take us all back to the haven.

"Don't worry," said, patting the husky on his head. "Animals don't get sick from transportation in my experience."

She drew the haven sigil in the air, and the four of us disappeared from behind the concrete post.

I opened my eyes, and we were back in the haven. I felt a lot better than I had the first couple of times; meanwhile, Brutus was already sniffing around, exploring his new environment.

"Not that it would be a problem," I said, watching his tail wag, "but do you guys have cats here?"

Azalea glanced at Cassandra, then back to me with a sly grin on her face. "That sounds like some kind of witch stereotype."

I raised my eyebrows. "Maybe it is. I didn't think of that."

"Well, no, there aren't any cats here." Azalea stepped forward and poked me in the chest. "My cat is at home. Her name is Marigold, and she hates everybody."

I held back a laugh, looking at Cassandra.

"I have three cats," she said, almost guiltily. "I'm part of the problem."

"Oh, but all of your fur babies are such sweeties," Azalea cooed. "You really should bring them here more."

"I'm sure Brutus would love them," I offered.

"Ooh! Let's set Brutus up in my room, okay? Does he have a dog bed or anything?" Azalea watched the pooch circle around the dining room table.

"He normally just sleeps on the couch," I said, and then I brought my palm to my forehead. "Shit. I don't know what I was thinking—I didn't grab any of his stuff. Or my stuff. At least an overnight bag…"

"I can take you back," Azalea offered. Cassandra raised a finger.

"We really have to get this cataloging done," Cassandra said. "We can do this afterward."

"But doesn't Brutus need dinner?" The husky came over to Azalea, and she scratched him on the head.

"He'll be fine for a while," I said, "but look. I don't want to be putting you guys out every time I have to leave here, and I also don't want to be trapped. I have to work tomorrow and stuff. I can just leave and catch a rideshare."

Cassandra shook her head. "You can't leave. Not like, you're not allowed—I mean physically, there's no front door. You can't just walk in and out of the haven."

I couldn't hide the confusion on my face. "But you said we're in the city, right? We must be in one of those high-rise condo buildings or something..." I had looked out the window, and we were at least twelve stories up.

"It's part of what makes this the haven," Cassandra explained. "We got a place, and we scrubbed it off the map, so to speak."

Azalea picked up. "No door. No records. Your phone GPS doesn't know where you are when you're here. We'd have to enchant it to let it work."

I pulled out my phone and saw that I had no service at all. "Holy shit," I muttered. How was it that seeing my phone with no connection in the middle of the city was just as mind-boggling as all the magic?

"But people must…knock. Or send mail to this address?"

Cassandra shook her head. "Making a haven is a very thorough process. It took about a year to work the proper enchantments. But from a civilization standpoint, this place doesn't exist. Anyone who looks at the front door doesn't see it, and doesn't care. Anyone who looks up at the windows finds their eyes moving somewhere else."

"No electricity, either," Azalea said. "The place is still wired, we weren't going to tear up the walls, but there's no power flow here. The water works, though."

I put my phone away. "Okay, I see the problem. But I still don't want to be a burden."

Cassandra stuck the tip of her tongue between her lips, thinking. Her eyes lit up.

"I can lend you my amulet," she said, and then she looked at Azalea for reassurance, who nodded. "It will let you transport alone to the designated sigil. Extremely limited usage, has to be used within a foot of its sigils, and only two uses at a time: one to leave, one to come back. The next time you need it, I can recharge it."

Cassandra's lips went thin, and she looked back at me. "Not that we don't trust you, Marcus. But if anything were to happen, if it were to get misplaced—we just couldn't have a fully-charged transport amulet that leads right back to the haven floating around. We just have them for emergencies."

"And this is definitely a special circumstance," Azalea added.

Cassandra left, going to her room to grab the item, and she came back with what looked like a small silver pocket watch on a fine chain.

She opened it up. There were two sigils drawn inside, one on the lid and one on the interior. She pointed to the one on the inside of the lid. "That's the haven sigil," she said. "Just lay your finger on it when you're ready to come back."

She pressed her finger to the other surface inside the amulet, the tip glowing white as she erased what was etched there into the metal. With a few small movements, a new sigil replaced it.

Cassandra closed the amulet and handed it to me. "Wear it around your neck, inside your shirt. The other sigil matches the one I drew in your house, just lay your finger on that one to be taken there.

"That sigil I drew in your house has an extremely tight range, and this amulet will only send you back if you're in it. So when you're ready to come back, stand exactly where it transported you, and then touch the haven sigil." Cassandra let out the breath she'd been holding in. "It's not as restrictive when transporting you out of the haven. We have sigils everywhere here."

"I've got it," I said, amazed that I was holding an actual magical item in my hands. It was warm to the touch, and weighed almost nothing. "One use each way, and then I hand it back over to you."

"Exactly." Cassandra nodded. "Fill up a laundry basket or something with everything you want to bring, it'll come with you."

"You should feel better when you're doing it yourself," Azalea said. She touched my arm. "Just don't take too long, okay? Or we come after you, cataloging be damned."

"I'll be fast," I promised, trying not to let on that I was nervous about doing this. Shit, was it in my aura? They didn't say anything about it if it was, but maybe they were just being nice.

"You're in the coven now," Azalea said with a wink. "Welcome."

"Go on," Cassandra said, smiling. "We'll see you soon."

I put the amulet around my neck and opened it. Holding my breath, I pressed my finger to the house sigil and looked up to watch the two of them disappear.

I was staring at my bathroom door.
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Igasped in surprise, the amulet tumbling from my fingers and pulling lightly on its chain. There had been no flash of light, no sensation of my stomach sliding up into my throat like normal. Just a touch, and here I was.

I exhaled, getting my bearings. I was in my bathroom at the back of the house. I wondered where Cassandra had planted the sigil, but I didn't want to waste time poking around for it. I just made note of where I'd come in for when I was ready to come back.

I moved around my house, noticing the tension that had been wrapped around my chest most of today was gone. I hadn't realized it was there until it had loosened up, but now I felt light. Even happy. Maybe I was letting it sink in that I had two incredibly gorgeous women into me, and that was kind of worth the risk to my life and all.

It was a hell of a lot better than letting Dave set me up.

I took Cassandra's advice and grabbed a laundry basket. I threw clothes and toiletries and stuff into a gym bag, then dumped that in the basket. Brutus didn't have a dog bed, but I wanted to grab him a couple toys along with his food.

It was a weird feeling, having an amulet around my neck that I could touch to teleport across the city. Even if it was only a limited use, I still felt strangely powerful just having it with me.

I hummed to myself as I got Brutus's food into an airtight container and put it in the basket. Far enough removed from my possessions floating into the air and starting on fire, some confidence was replacing my worry. I didn't have to keep Azalea and Cassandra with me every second (as nice as that sounded)—I could go off on my own and take care of things.

The idea made me laugh. I was getting cocky over the ability to load a basket with supplies and take a one-way trip back to safety.

"One step at a time, Marcus," I said, snatching up Brutus's bowls and tossing them in. "Maybe they'll have you magically washing dishes next."

As far as magic tricks went, I wouldn't mind not having to do the dishes by hand anymore, actually. I stood in the living room, frowning at the scorch marks on my floor. There wouldn't be a way to fix that. I would have to buy a few rugs.

I set the basket down on the coffee table and went through everything, making sure I hadn't missed something important. I didn't want to look like an idiot and immediately have to come back.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the knob on my front door turn.

It stopped, the lock firm. A muffled curse came from the other side of the door, and the knob rattled harder. Then, nothing.

My heart thumped as I straightened up, my hand going immediately to the amulet where it was tucked inside my shirt. The smart thing to do was to leave. It didn't matter if it was some run-of-the-mill asshole trying a door on a city street to see if he could get an easy score, some drunk who forgot where he lived, or Arick himself come to finish the job. The only way to be safe was to leave.

But I wasn't leaving.

I set my jaw, dropping my hand down from my chest. I suddenly didn't care who it was, wizard or regular old asshole. If they were trying to get into my place, they were going to find out how big a mistake they were making.

There had been a quiet fury simmering in me ever since I'd learned someone had broken in. That kind of violation does something to you. It scares you at first, but then it just...

Pisses you off. The idea of someone in your home, walking around like they own it. Robbing you, or setting traps to scare you. Going through your shit. It was the kind of thing I didn't want to take lying down. If it was a wannabe thief, I'd send him running. If it was one of those wizard assholes, I'd drag him inside and lock the door. Arick couldn't hurt me yesterday, why should today be any different?

The knob was moving again. I didn't have a peephole on my door to see who was out there. I crept toward it silently, waiting for the knob to stop moving before quickly turning the lock open myself. Then before the outsider could realize it, I yanked the door open.

It wasn't Arick.

This guy was bigger than Arick, not that the thin wizard set a high bar. But he was tall, taller than me, and he had some muscle on him. He was grizzled, looking to be in his fifties, with a short, rough salt-and-pepper beard, a high and tight haircut like a soldier, and a blue cloak on, just like Arick had been wearing.

I should have found him intimidating. But my blood was running hot, and I was on a hair trigger.

"What the fuck do you think you're doing?" I said to him, staring directly into his dark eyes.

The guy looked surprised for a moment, caught off-balance by my sudden appearance. But a grin quickly appeared on his face.

"You're still here. Just as stupid as I hoped."

His voice was deep. He grabbed the front of my shirt, but I was flooded with adrenaline and ready for him. I pulled his hand off me, but not without effort. This wasn't like fighting Arick, who had practically no mass on him. This guy was big.

But fuck him. This was my house.

He shoved inside, and I pulled on his arm, sending him past me. The door swung shut, but not because either of us had touched it. That had to have been the wizard.

I took a second to really size him up. He probably had fifteen pounds on me, but he was clearly a wizard with that familiar cloak, and I figured he relied on magic and didn't know how to fight. I might even have the element of surprise, if he expected it to work on me where Arick had failed.

I could take him.

Rather than give him a chance to get his bearings, I charged him, grabbing his collar and slamming him into the wall.

"You assholes picked the wrong guy," I growled. "How hard do I gotta hit you to make you understand that?"

"Try it," he said, "and see what happens."

I didn't say anything snarky. I just hit him, in the face, a fucking hell of a lot harder than I'd hit Arick since I had been afraid I'd kill the guy. Right cross, slammed into his jaw. You can tell how good a punch lands by how much your knuckles hurt, and this hit had hairline fracture written all over it.

And as big and cocky as this guy was, he wasn't ready for that. Blood flew from his mouth, his right leg gave out, and he sank to the floor.

I grabbed his collar again and I hauled him up, my fist cocked. "You want another one, or are you fuckers ready to leave me alone?"

I expected him to try to pull some magical crap on me, but instead he pushed off the wall and tackled me to the floor. He swung at me, but it was a bad punch and glanced off my shoulder. I popped him in the mouth and he grunted, then his knee caught me good right between my legs.

I threw an elbow at him, forcing him to pull off while I wheezed and rolled over. Sickening pain radiated through me, but pain I could deal with.

I shoved him while he was off-kilter, making him sprawl to the floor. He grimaced and scrambled to his feet. His teeth were ringed with blood.

But still no magic. He came at me again. I had my fists up and took a hit on my forearms, then another, then he tried to wrap me up in his arms. I ducked it and kicked at his ankle, but I didn't have weight behind the kick and I just bounced off his calf.

I was getting winded, not nearly in shape enough for this. Two good shots in the mouth will drop most people, but this guy wasn't most people. I sucked in a breath and tried not to show how tired I was, because I could see him flagging, too. One more good shot, he'd be done. I could find that opening.

I closed in on him and hammered his stomach. His big arms blocked most of it, though, and he shoved me away. That was good. He was whipped, not thinking, just trying to make space. I went in again and swung my fist low and to the side, my knuckles digging into his kidney. I felt his big body flinch, and a strained grin pulled at my lips. It was time to go for the knockout.

That was when the big guy fell back to what I had expected in the first place, probably out of desperation. Spitting out blood and muttering something that sure wasn't English, his outstretched hand flashed while I surged forward, except I wasn't surging forward, I was surging backward, I was flying through the air and I landed on the coffee table. It collapsed to pieces, the laundry basket of my things launching into the air and scattering all over me. Dimly, I heard the metallic sound of Brutus's silver bowl spinning against the floor.

Magic. That was magic, not a doubt about it, and I sure didn't feel invincible at that moment. I felt like I'd been dropped through my own coffee table.

He was on me, grabbing me by the shoulders and throwing me onto the living room floor. I was dazed and I felt weak, and then his knees were around my chest and his hands were on my throat and I couldn't pry them off. His grip closed my windpipe.

Then I started to feel the heat.

"Knew it was some fluke," he grunted through his bloody teeth. "You're not special. You're not anything, Marcus Larimoore."

His hands were fire. His hands were cherry-hot metal, they were molten magma, and I smelled my own skin burning before I couldn't breathe through my nose anymore. I reached for his face, but I couldn't get there. Pain seared through me, and I felt weaker and weaker as my body cried out for air.

I should have just left. I should have...

In an explosion of blue light, my door came off its hinges and embedded itself into the opposite wall. Another flash, and the pressure and heat was gone, my assailant knocked to the side.

No. Not just to the side. He had been blown clean through the brick wall.

Weakly, I turned my head back to see a shape walking toward me through the hole where my front door had been. Tall, slender, in a flowing shirt. Her dark hair crackled with magic.

I sucked in a tiny sip of air, my vision getting darker. "Es...Esme...?"

"Marcus." Esme knelt down, her cool fingers touching my neck. "Hold your breath."

She drew the haven sigil above us, and all I took with me was a lungful of air.

To be continued...
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Moving to a new house is exciting. And a little scary.
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...and the next day, after a night that got both our hearts racing, Hazel introduces me to her friend Celeste, 31 years old, a tall, confident, and stunningly beautiful paranormal investigator who's determined to help.


I thought I'd had my hands full just moving furniture in. Can I handle a haunted house and three beautiful older women?


Click here to read!
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Bookshop Harem
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Ethan was ready to start a new life. He wasn't ready to start a new relationship.

Leaving behind a high-pressure job in the city, 38-year-old Ethan is settling down in the small town of Timber Creek and taking ownership of Quill's End bookshop. He's ready to dive into a lifelong dream of owning a bookstore and slowing down.

But the town of Timber Creek has more in store for him. While moving in, Ethan runs into Grace, a gorgeous blonde woman hired to clean the store before it reopens. Before he knows it, she's asking him out for coffee, and a fun date quickly becomes much more.

Ethan thought things wouldn't get crazy until it was time to open the store, but this is only the beginning for him and his burgeoning Bookshop Harem.

Click here to read!
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