
        
            
                
            
        

    
I Joined A Coven

An Urban Fantasy Harem Romance Serial: Book Two

Myra Dusk


All rights reserved © 2026 Myra Dusk

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, or distributed by any means or in any form without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical review and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, and events portrayed in this book are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locations is purely coincidental. All characters in this story are 18 years of age and older.


Contents


About
Before
1. Chapter 1
2. Chapter 2
3. Chapter 3
4. Chapter 4
5. Chapter 5
6. Chapter 6
7. Chapter 7
8. Chapter 8
9. Chapter 9
10. Chapter 10
11. Chapter 11
12. Chapter 12
Get a free harem book!
Ready for more?



About
I Joined A Coven: Book Two


Three witches and me. What could go wrong?

A whole lot, it turns out. One day I met the coven, and the next I had a wizard breaking into my house to finish me off. I should be more scared, but it's hard to feel anything except good around Cassandra, Azalea, and Esme.

I'm closer than ever with Azalea and Cassandra, but Esme and I are still tiptoeing around each other, until a surprise turn of events has just the two of us facing down the wizard's guild.

This feud is more complicated than I thought. The fate of the entire coven hangs in the balance, and I've suddenly become a very important part of that.

This isn't just about living to see another day. It's about keeping my coven safe...and figuring out how I can be falling in love with more than one woman at once.


Before
From the end of Book One...


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.


1
[image: image-placeholder]


MARCUS

I opened my eyes. That wasn't so hard.

The hard part was breathing.

"Esme! Oh my god, Marcus. What happened?" It was Cassandra, kneeling down.

I was on the floor of the dining room in the haven. Esme still had one hand on my neck, her fingers cool like sweet ice against my burns. The relief was only slight, though, because the fact that my windpipe felt pencil-thin was far more pressing.

Hands on my face, my body. The sounds of footsteps thudding in my ears because my head was on the floor. Azalea shrieking, kneeling down with tears in her eyes, saying something I couldn't understand and then looking at Esme.

I sucked in a thin breath. My vision was wavering. I saw Brutus, sniffing at me and letting out a whine before sitting down somewhere behind me.

A burst of icy chill through my neck—I gasped, my eyes going wide as I was able to take in a larger breath. My senses returned, but the relief was fleeting, my throat narrowing again.

"Cassandra." Esme was calm. "Marcus has severe burns on his throat. His body is having a shock response. I will need you to cast an extremely thorough repair spell. Ascendant-level. Do you understand?"

"Esme, I—I can't do that." Cassandra's voice was choked as she looked at me. Her silver eyes were filled with panic. "I don't have enough connection, not for ascendance."

"I know," Esme told her. "You're going to use the staff."

Cassandra drew in a gasp. "I...I've never..."

"You are the most adept among us at healing magic," Esme told her.

Another burst of chill through my throat; another blessed, half-full breath.

"I am keeping his airway open by force. But I can't maintain it." Esme glanced down at me, then back up at Cassandra. "You're the only one who can save his life."

"Cass, please!" Azalea had a hand on my shoulder, the other one gripping Cassandra's arm.

"Go and get the staff, Azalea," Esme said, her fingers rubbing gently on my neck. "Cassandra will prepare the spell."

Cassandra looked at me again, nodding, her eyes full of emotion. I wished I could say something to her. Encourage her. Apologize for what I'd done to get us into this mess, tell her I wished I'd said more when we were back at my kitchen table...

It was amazing, the amount of things you suddenly wanted to say when you couldn't talk.

Azalea came back into the dining room, holding a short wooden staff in her hands. It was ornately carved, though otherwise unremarkable. But when she handed it to Cassandra, it started to glow with a purple energy.

The blonde witch set it down in her lap. I saw her exhale, but I couldn't hear it—my senses were going in and out, my ears blocked and then open, my vision fuzzy and then clear, as my body struggled for air.

Esme gave me a last burst of magic, letting me breathe. With sweat beaded on her forehead, she touched Cassandra's shoulder.

"Cassie. You can do this." Esme gave her a nod, then she dropped back against a chair, breathing harshly.

Cassandra looked from Esme to me, putting her hands on my collarbones while the staff sat in her lap. Azalea was behind me, holding my head up off the floor while Cassandra's fingers slid up to my neck, and Brutus sat beside the redhead, calm and quiet, like he knew I was in good hands.

"Stay calm and breathe, Marcus," Cassandra said, her voice fuzzy in my ears. But she sounded stronger than she had a minute ago, and when I looked in her eyes again, I saw that her silver irises were ringed with bright purple light. She crept her fingers around the sides of my neck and she started to speak.

It wasn't a language I understood. But I felt heat race through my throat, jaw, and chest. I squinted my eyes in pain; Esme had been keeping the burn at bay, but without whatever she was doing, the pain was back. I felt tears at the corners of my eyes, my lips parting.

"It's okay, it's okay," Azalea said, stroking my hair. "She has you."

Cassandra was looking at me, but not in my eyes. She looked at my wounds, where her hands held me lightly yet firmly, the flesh tender on my burns. I saw her chest heaving as her breath picked up.

I was running out of air. My neck was on fire and I struggled to keep my eyes open.

"Don't be afraid of the power, Cassandra," Esme said, sitting up straighter and wiping her forehead. "You're resisting it. It's not going to overwhelm you. Embrace it and channel it. Let it in, and then let it out." Esme looked down at me, her eyes full of concern. "For Marcus."

I saw Cassandra's neck move as she swallowed, her hands shifting slightly on me. The heat grew once more, but this time it didn't feel like the burning pain searing through me. It was different, like a swallow of hot chocolate on a cold day.

My throat was opening back up.

I sucked in air, a tear rolling down my cheek. The pain in my neck was receding. I breathed again while Azalea told me to be calm and held my head.

Cassandra was breathing fast, her knees splayed on the ground as she bent over me. All her energy seemed to be focused on keeping her hands still while the rest of her body paid the price, shaking. The purple glow snaked through her face now, like veins of lightning, and as my vision cleared, I could see the tiny hairs on her arms standing up, as though she were in the middle of a thunderstorm. Her hands were bright, enough to cast the whole room in a lavender glow.

Her eyes burned purple and looked far away, all the silver gone.

"You have the flow open. Yes, Cassandra, that's it!" Esme was on her knees, leaning into Cassandra and whispering in her ear. "Don't let up. The staff won't run dry. Keep channeling it, you're doing so well."

Breathing was finally achievable. My neck still burned, but I could actually feel it healing, like a receding itch pulling away from my skin. I couldn't see what was happening to me; all I could see was the coven, their three faces above me, Esme with her head over Cassandra's shoulder, Azalea leaning in to whisper encouragement to her. I heard some of it.

"You're with me...you're still here, Cass...I love you." Azalea sounded choked up, her fingers tightening in my hair. "I knew you could do it. I knew you could do it. Stay here with us."

Whispers above me, magic bright and powerful below my chin. I started to cough, I couldn't control it—but it felt good, like it was long overdue and I'd been holding it in. I turned my head to the side, and when I stopped coughing, I realized that my pain was gone entirely.

Cassandra pulled away, gasping as she fell backward and slumped against the wall.

"I'm fine," she said, panting. "I'm here. Marcus. Marcus, can you talk?"

I tried—coughed again—then said, "Y-yes." I cleared my throat. "I'm okay."

Cassandra smiled, but she looked like she was ready to pass out. I sat up, Azalea's hands on my shoulders. The redhead leaned down to whisper to me.

"Don't worry. She just needs to rest. It's a lot of magic."

I nodded, understanding almost nothing about what I had seen and heard. But this time it didn't bother me. It was hard to be bothered by anything when you were grateful just to be breathing. I let Brutus shove his head under my arm and scratched him.

Cassandra was still smiling, lightly, sleepily, with the other witches' hands on her. She looked to her friends and to me, and I saw the relief on her face. Perhaps to see me alive; perhaps to be finished with whatever ritual she'd performed.

But after the flurrying minutes of panic and pain, it was nice to see.

Esme stood, surprising me. straightened her shirt, looking a little flushed, but nowhere near as wiped out as Cassandra.

"I'll be back shortly," she said, and with a sigil draw, she was gone.

Azalea let out a long breath and slid over to the wall, sitting on Cassandra's side. I did the same, pressing my shoulder blades against the wall on her opposite side. Azalea and I each put a hand on one of Cassandra's legs, catching each other's eyes for a moment before looking at her.

"You saved my life," I said. "Thank you."

Cassandra blinked, swallowing. "I couldn't have...without you, Zay. And Esme. You all kept me from...losing it."

"Please," Azalea said, putting her head back against the wall. "I didn't do anything. I'm useless if somebody gets hurt."

Cassandra shook her head. "You don't need to...fix things, to be helpful."

"You sound pretty out of it," I observed, a little worried for her. "Maybe we should get her to bed."

"That's a good idea." Azalea stood, putting her long red hair back. "Come on, Cass. My room is closer."

We both reached our hands down, pulling Cassandra up. The way she shook made my heart drop and my body flush with guilt. Had she almost killed herself trying to save me? Her hand trembled as she set the staff on the table.

I tried not to let my concern show too much as we walked her to Azalea's bedroom and laid her on the bed, Azalea draping a blanket over her. Brutus had followed us in, lying down on the floor near the bed.

"I should be fine in just...a little bit." Cassandra's eyes were already closing.

We stepped out of the room, leaving the door ajar. Azalea beckoned me to the kitchen, where she filled a glass of water.

"She didn't...hurt herself, did she?" I asked.

"Not hurt. Just...mm...spent." Azalea offered me the water, and I took it, not realizing how thirsty I was until I started drinking. "When you use magic beyond your normal capability, the power comes from somewhere else—so, the staff. If you don't know what you're doing, an artifact like

that can sort of...hold you hostage until the power is restored. Kind of like a coma."

My heart skipped a beat. "Is that...is she going to...?"

"No, no. It would have happened as soon as the spell broke. She's safe, and she's stronger than she thinks she is." Azalea let out a big sigh, then hugged me, pressing her face into my chest. I put my arms around her.

"I thought...oh, Marcus, I didn't know what to do." Azalea sucked in a breath, looking up at me with shining eyes. "I'm so sorry we let you go there alone. I wasn't thinking."

"Hey." I stroked her hair, letting her wavy red locks flow through my fingers. "You didn't do anything wrong. I picked a fight where I shouldn't have. I'm the asshole."

Azalea brought her hand up to wipe at her eyes. "I want to hear what happened. But I want to bring Cass some water. We might as well save it for when we can all talk about it."

Azalea filled the glass again, and I stayed in the hall while she crept into the room to put it on the bedside table. Out of the corner of my eye, I detected a faint flash of blue light, and I went back around the corner to the dining room.

Esme was there, holding the laundry basket I had packed up before being a dumbass and fighting a wizard.

"I think this is everything," she said, looking at Brutus, who was back by my side. "I imagine he's hungry."
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Ifigured Esme had gone back to check on that wizard, not to gather my things, but it was nice of her to do. At the end of the longest day on earth, I was ready to get some sleep. I fed Brutus, and Esme transported him out to go take care of his business. I offered to go with the two of them, but she waved me off.

"Nonsense. I'm very fond of dogs. I'm glad you're ambulatory, but focus on settling in."

Flash. She and Brutus were gone.

I took her advice and let Azalea set me up in Cassandra's room, since the blonde witch was currently occupying her bed.

"Just don't touch anything on her dresser," Azalea told me. "She's particular about how she arranges her stuff. Other than that...go nuts." She grinned at me.

I was ready to drop, feeling like I could sink through the bed. "I'll go nuts some other time," I told her.

Azalea patted Brutus on the head, the dog curling up on the floor near the foot of the bed. She left to go check on Cassandra. Esme had brought Brutus back and then left; apparently she didn't spend many nights at the haven. I kept picturing the three of them living here all the time, but they all had their own places, and this was more of a...workplace, I supposed.

I fell asleep wondering who took care of whose cats if they were sleeping here. They must have helped each other out. Maybe there was some kind of rotation?

The last time I'd slept like this, I'd been under anesthesia for hernia surgery. One second I was looking at Cassandra's dark curtains, and the next second I was out, pinned underneath a heavy blanket of blackness and thinking of nothing, dreaming of nothing.

I stirred when I felt a slim arm curl around me from behind.

"Scooch," came Azalea's whisper as she wiggled into the bed with me.

My body obeyed while my mind was still trying to catch up to the fact that I was the little spoon in this arrangement. But her arm was nice, her hand rubbing my chest and her face right up against the back of my shoulder.

I hadn't slept with someone like this in a long time. A warm feeling of peace swept over me, and I fell back into that restful sleep with Azalea tucked up along my back and breathing gently on my neck. We were both too wiped out to do anything more than sleep, and that was all that I wanted right then, though the feeling of her up against me did its damndest to wake up other parts of me.

The morning came with sunlight fighting against the blue curtains, casting the room in a dark blue glow. I opened my eyes when I heard Brutus's collar jangling as the big dog stirred, slowly remembering where I was.

Alive. Breathing. In a haven with a witch hugging me from behind.

I turned gently, keeping Azalea's arm on me. I felt about one hundred percent better than I had the night before, and seeing her face—her eyes closed, a few strands of hair over her cheek, one hand tucked under the pillow—that bumped me to two hundred percent better.

Her eyes opened slowly, and the way she smiled when she saw me, that put me up to three hundred percent. She was in a pajama shirt and a pair of dark blue panties. The shirt was half-up, showing the smooth, flat skin of her stomach and the curve of her hips. Her bare leg rubbed up against me.

"Good morning," she said, rubbing her hand across my side. "How's your neck?"

"Better than ever," I said. "Are you doing okay? I know last night was, uh...rough."

Azalea nodded, pushing back her hair when it fell over her face. "I can't believe you're asking about me. You're the one who almost died, Marcus. God, you are too sweet..." She put her hand on my arm.

"And Cassandra?"

"Sleeping. Probably will for a little while longer." Azalea nuzzled closer, kissing me lightly on my lips, then a little firmer on my jaw, sliding her lips down to my neck. "Everyone's okay."

Her whisper came to my ear. "To be honest, I want to check you all over, and make sure she didn't...miss a spot."

Heat prickled through me. "Oh, a follow-up appointment?"

I felt her smile. "Yep." She kissed me one more time on the neck before pulling back, blinking her brilliant green eyes. "But I have some really important stuff to take care of, and the schedule is suddenly a lot tighter. So, rain check."

"I'll be thinking about you." I smiled. "So, uh, where's the bathroom?"

We unfurled from the bed, Azalea going to check on Cassandra once more while I quickly brushed my teeth and, after a moment's consideration, hopped in the shower. The place didn't have electricity, lit well enough by the sunlight through the windows, but they had hot water and towels, and that was good enough for me.

I looked over the array of hair care and body wash products on the shower shelf, but nothing looked magical. Like Azalea had said, magic couldn't take care of everything.

But it had saved my life. After I'd been foolish enough to tackle it head-on, of course, thinking I was invincible.

Stepping out of the unfamiliar shower, I most definitely felt...vincible. I looked in the mirror for the first time and saw a faded but distinct shape of hands burned into the flesh of my neck.

I had honestly expected it to look much worse. Nothing against Cassandra, but just based on how much it had hurt...this wasn't bad. Still, it might come up at the office if I didn't hide it. Did I own a turtleneck? If so, I definitely hadn't packed it.

Hm. It was almost scarf weather...

I finished getting dressed and came out into the hall to find Cassandra there. My eyebrows went up, and I didn't know what to say, just what I wanted to do. I put my arms around her and hugged her close to me, her surprised "Oh!" sounding in my ear. She hugged me back, tucking her head against my shoulder.

"I'm so glad you're okay," I said to her, squeezing her a little harder than I intended. "I was worried about you last night."

"I should be saying that to you." Cassandra wiggled a bit, and I relaxed my grip. "I'm just fine, don't worry about me. Are you...oh, your neck." She touched me there lightly, frowning. "There's still a mark."

"That's okay." I grinned at her. "I'm much more focused on being able to breathe now."

"Well, that's pretty important." Cassandra matched my grin. "Esme usually gets here around eight. She's bringing you a coffee."

"Oh. Awesome."

Cassandra kissed me on the cheek. "We'll get all caught up in the dining room, okay? I think Zay is in the kitchen." She brushed past me into the bathroom, and I moved through the big apartment, wandering my way into the kitchen.

I found Azalea and Brutus in there. The big husky came over to me, and I patted his head.

"Hey, you mind taking us...out?" I pointed at the dog.

"Oh, sure. But we're going to stay away from your place." Azalea came over and grabbed my hand, drawing a sigil while I held my breath. One flash of light later, we were in the woods, on the edge of the same clearing where we'd first met. Brutus sniffed around the trees and found one to lift his leg on.

"I kept a modified ward up here," Azalea said. "Just so we'd know if anyone else was around. I don't expect anyone from the wizard's guild to be wandering around here, but now...I want to be extra-safe." She chewed at the inside of her lip. "We're going to...well. We'll talk about it when Esme gets back."

"I just feel like an idiot," I said. "I thought I could take that guy down. This all could have been avoided."

"Well, from what little Esme told us, it sounds like you gave him a run for his money. Enough that he had to resort to magic." Azalea smirked. "That big guy was Eli, and he likes to 'get his hands dirty.' His words—so gross. The fact that he used spells on you at all, well, I think you had his number."

She thumped my chest with a fist. "So you weren't totally wrong. Just...kinda wrong."

"Yeah, and 'kinda' is enough to get me killed," I said.

"Sometimes." Azalea smiled at Brutus as the dog returned to us, looking up curiously as though wondering what we were talking about. "Let's go back."

Hold; flash. Back in the dining room, and Cassandra was there, sitting at the table. Brutus looked around the room, and his body language made me snort. The teleporting confused him too, but at least it didn't make him sick.

"You good to go in today?" Azalea came around behind Cassandra and rubbed her shoulders.

"Mm." Cassandra closed her eyes. "I am now."

I took a seat, wondering how long it would be before I took breathing for granted again. "Does your coven, like...work? For some magic place?"

Cassandra nodded, opening her eyes. "It's not like a traditional human office job. Our coven is...hm. I guess the closest human comparison would be a research group."

"A small one," Azalea added.

"We get paid by an organization called Erudition—which is technically an offshoot of the Legion, who kind of run everything..." Cassandra tilted her head back, looking up at Azalea.

"It's complicated," the redhead said. "But we study applied magic and do reports and cataloguing for the Erudition org."

"And some tutoring," Cassandra said.

"It's a good deal," Azalea sat down next to Cassandra. "We get paid, and we get to learn more spellwork."

"Plus advance magical knowledge in general," Cassandra said. "Ideally. Working with the artifacts Erudition gave us..." She trailed off.

"Like the staff?" I asked.

"...no," Cassandra said slowly. "They gave us a knife from Scotland..."

"It's a letter opener." Azalea rolled her eyes. "With an ancient curse on it, but like...barely. It hardly has any connection, it's honestly really lame. The other one is a key from an old castle—"

"Also in Scotland," Cassandra said.

"—but it's not much more exciting."

"So they, what, don't have a lot of magic in them, or something?" This was interesting. I had no idea what the day-to-day of the coven was like. And honestly I still didn't, but it was gratifying to be able to feel the edges.

"That's mostly it," Cassandra agreed. "And just the areas they're from, it's very studied, there's not a lot to glean."

"I'm getting the sense the staff is different," I said, raising an eyebrow.

Azalea and Cassandra looked at each other, then back at me. Cassandra tapped her fingers on the table.

"The staff is different," Cassandra said. "It's...advanced. And we shouldn't...technically...have it."

"I think it's so cute how you get squirmy talking about stuff that's barely illegal," Azalea said, patting Cassandra's hand.

"I'm not here to judge." I held up my hands. "What, is it stolen or something?"

Cassandra opened her mouth to speak, but Esme came around the corner then, strolling into the dining room with four paper cups of coffee in a drink tray.

"They were out of hazelnut, Azalea." Esme set the tray down. "And no, we haven't stolen any artifacts. You two should get to the archive. I'll talk with Marcus about our coven's situation."
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Iheld my latte and let the warmth seep into my hands while Cassandra and Azalea transported off to wherever they earned their paycheck.

Esme came around the table, and while she seemed cooler with me than she had before, she was still intimidating. Confident, dark-haired, and tall, it was hard not to feel like you were in trouble when she locked her eyes on you. Even if I had a decade-and-a-half on her.

But she wasn't dressed to discipline. In fact, this was the most casual I had seen Esme, and it was hard to take my eyes off her. A white blouse, crisp and in stark contrast to her black hair, showed off her arms and the big swell of her cleavage, where a simple silver pendant lay, daring you to stare at it. She had on short, cream-colored pants that hugged her hips, and when she sat down next to me at the table, she crossed her legs and let her foot dangle.

"I owe you an apology," she said.

That wasn't what I had expected to hear. "Is that why you bought me a latte? Because, thanks. A latte." I smirked, and she rolled her eyes a little, but I saw her fighting a grin.

"No, you got a latte because I had a free one on my card." Esme checked the slim watch on her wrist. "I should ask. Are you working today? Any time constraints?"

I had to be to the office in an hour. I let her know. "I wouldn't say no to a ride. Or a...transport."

"Of course." Esme nodded, studying me. Her eyes drifted to my neck. "I assume you're feeling well, then. Though you do have that burn on you. Slight, but..."

"Yeah." I rubbed across my neck. I couldn't feel anything, but I knew it was there. "I might be wearing a scarf for a while, until this heals up."

"Cassandra can speed that along. For now..." Esme gave my neck a discerning look. "I can help. Be right back."

She stood from the dining room chair and left, returning shortly with a makeup case. She sat down with it and pulled her chair up close to me, putting herself only a foot away.

"Any aversion to wearing makeup?" Esme unzipped the case. "It'll be subtle. A simple blend will make that mark disappear for the moment, until we can make it disappear for good."

"Oh, you don't have to—"

"I insist." Esme unscrewed the cap off some small container, holding it up to my neck. "That'll work nicely. Keep your chin up for me, Marcus."

I felt the soft tickle of a brush as she started to work on me. Esme certainly had that way about her, the ability to take charge of something and make you feel like you'd needed her there all along.

"I'm sorry for how I have handled this situation," she told me, her dark brown eyes flicking up to mine for a moment before looking back to my neck. "I was careless from the beginning, and I was angry, and it affected my judgment."

"You all keep apologizing to me, but I'm the one—"

"Don't move, please."

"Sorry." I tried to talk more like a ventriloquist. "I should have come back to the haven the second I saw that guy. I blew it. It's got nothing to do with you."

"If I had approached this right, you never would have been in that danger to begin with," Esme said, her lips tightening. But she didn't seem angry at me; just at herself. "I'm not going to argue about it. Just know that I'm sorry, and I'm going to handle this like you are one of the coven now." The brush moved across my neck. "And we don't let our coven fight alone."

"I appreciate that," I said, and I meant it. "But let me tell you something, Esme, alright?"

She paused in her work, lowering the brush and looking at me. God, she really was pretty, her black hair falling past her shoulders, curled slightly at the ends. Her dark, discerning eyes, waiting for me.

"This goes both ways," I said to her. "These guild guys, they've come after me twice, and I'm sure it's not going to stop. And while I'm glad to have this haven and your protection, I have no interest in just sitting on the couch here until this is finished."

I took her hand. It just felt right. "And it's not just me in danger here. I can tell you're all on edge, you're all worried. If I'm part of this coven, I'm fighting with you, for you. Not watching from the sidelines."

Esme's lips parted, her eyebrows raising slightly. I kept my face stern, ready to argue with her if she disagreed. This wasn't something I was willing to bend on.

"While it may not be wise," Esme finally said, "I understand the feeling. And..." Her fingers tightened on my hand, giving me a squeeze. Her eyes softened. "Thank you, Marcus. For being willing to fight for us, even though you're not responsible for this mess. I haven't had someone who..."

Esme paused, letting her fingers slide from my hand, that air of dominance returning. "We won't leave you in the dark, but that doesn't mean we'll let you do anything stupid, either."

"Fair enough," I told her. The brush came back, and I tilted my head. "I was lucky you came along, though."

"I wanted to have this conversation with you earlier," Esme said. "That's why I was there at all; coming to talk. The girls told me there was a sigil in the house, but I thought it would be more polite to knock on your front door. Until I heard the struggle, and I came inside."

"Did you ever." I grinned.

Esme let a little smile onto her face. "You really did a number on Eli."

"Didn't feel like it," I mumbled, remembering how powerless I'd been when he'd had me pinned to the ground, choking the life out of me.

"He'll remember you." She dipped the brush into the container again. "He likes to fight with his hands, and he's used to doing it against wizards, people who rely on magic. Getting his ass kicked badly enough for him to resort to burning touch..." I saw her smirk.

"At least I was able to piss him off," I mused.

"No," Esme said. "You scared him. And we're going to work on figuring out what it is about you that can do these things to the guild."

"Is he...?" I let the question trail off.

"He's alive," Esme said simply. "He was gone when I went back to your house. I fixed your wall and your door, and I put a similar ward on the place as we have here—nowhere near as thorough, but anyone who might remember the commotion will remember less and less each time they look at your home."

"You can just do that?" I chuckled. "You'd make a hell of a contractor."

"I wouldn't say it's easy. Turn this way." Esme put two fingers on my jaw, nudging me over. "I also wouldn't go running at that wall again in the near future. It's standing and the wind won't come in, that's all I can promise."

"Noted."

Esme was silent for a few moments, blending or powdering or doing whatever makeup magic she was doing to my neck.

"There's a lot you don't know," she finally said, meeting my eyes for a moment. "I am sure Cass and Zay wanted to tell you, but we are all committed to each other and to this coven, and running our mouths about certain things would have...very negative impacts.

"But," she continued, "you should know what's going on. I'm sure you're wondering why we haven't gone to our equivalent of the police or something, yes?"

"Something like that," I admitted.

"Mm." She paused in her work, leaning back in the chair. "I'll try to be brief, but it's complex. Our coven is small, and fairly new. The Legion—think of them like a governing body, but without unilateral authority over all sects of magic—processes coven applications and forms them officially, then sells the contracts for the covens to work with other organizations. We're with Erudition, so it's mostly academic. The three of us were put together two years ago."

"Cassandra described you as a research group," I said, "but does that mean you've only all known each other two years? I wouldn't have guessed."

Esme nodded. "You spend a lot of time together when you form a coven. Many burn out quickly because of this—if the witches don't work well together."

"Not a problem with you three, I wouldn't think."

"There are difficulties, but we've gotten past anything serious." Esme let a smile come onto her face. "Now we're all very close. And about six months ago, we decided we could...take a risk."

"With this Thorne Guild." I thought back to that meeting in the woods.

"Yes. They're much older, much more established. When you're first starting out, Erudition gives you very low-risk, low-reward work. We're essentially studying artifacts and trying to eke out magic that may have been lost to time." Esme let a breath out of her nose. "We grew frustrated with slow progress and lackluster assignments. So we arranged an...under-the-table deal with the Thorne Guild. They lent us two much more advanced artifacts for study, the staff being one of them, in exchange for payment and them getting full credit on any discoveries or publications."

I nodded, slowly. "And what do you get from the deal?"

"The artifacts." Esme's eyes lit up. "We went to Erudition because we're all fascinated with ancient magic and how it can be folded into modern spellwork. These artifacts are layered with spells, over and over, charged with connection and almost impossible to decipher..."

She stopped herself. "Suffice to say, access to artifacts of this caliber is its own reward, and would otherwise require almost a decade on Erudition's ledger to get. This was a shortcut. And something very much frowned upon by both Erudition and the Legion, so it was our secret."

"And it's safe with me," I told her. "But things went awry with the deal even before I showed up, it seems like?"

"We were too trusting," Esme said thinly, and I could hear the regret in her voice. "A contract was drawn up between us and the guild, but realistically, we couldn't go to anyone to enforce it without putting our coven at risk. I thought there was mutual respect between our groups, but...there is not."

"Assholes," I muttered.

"Assholes," Esme agreed, with a short laugh. "They requested more payment. They began setting unreasonable deadlines. Finally, Arick demanded access to our haven, and that was where I put my foot down. When you came across us in the forest, we were there to discuss new terms, but most likely terminate the agreement.

"Arick was convinced we had called in outside help even before you showed up, and it seemed like he was going to blow the whistle on the whole thing to get our coven dissolved—at best. Even if it harmed his guild's reputation in the process."

Esme shook her head. "Arick is an unstable wizard, paranoid and vicious. I've learned that quickly; his mask fell soon after the contract was signed, so violence from him wouldn't have surprised me. We were attempting to negotiate another solution, but he was ready to explode any moment. Which was bad timing for you." Esme nibbled her lip, trying not to smile. "Though it ended up being bad luck for him."

The memory of punching Arick in the face did still bring me joy. Maybe not something to be proud of, but I couldn't change how I felt.

"But he hasn't blown the whole thing up yet?" I asked her. "Even though he's had plenty of time."

"Right." Esme's eyes drifted away as she ran through her thoughts. "I figured he was hesitant to tarnish the Thorne Guild's reputation. But he was furious that night in the woods. When he threatened retaliation, all three of us assumed that was the end of our coven, but the missive never came.

"And now...I don't know what he wants."
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My neck looked perfect in the bathroom mirror. I turned to Esme. "You really worked some magic on me."

"So the puns, those are all the time?" Esme zipped up the makeup case and set it back on the bathroom sink.

"Only the bad ones," I said, and she nodded, a tiny smile on her face.

I gathered my work stuff and said goodbye to Brutus, scratching his chin. Esme rested her hand on his head, lightly petting him.

"I'll keep an eye on him today," Esme said. "I'll be around the haven quite a bit. And before I forget..."

She reached behind her neck and unclasped the chain on the small silver pendant she wore, reaching behind me to fasten it around my neck.

"Single use transport amulet," she said, stepping back. "To get you back to the haven in case of emergency. I gave the other one back to Cassandra."

"Thank you," I said, tucking it into my shirt. "I won't hesitate to use it next time."

"If all goes well, there won't be any repeat of last night," Esme said. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and did some quick typing, then put it away. "Okay. Ready?"

In a flash, we were gone. Esme had sigils all over the city; once I told her where my office was, she had one picked out that put us a five-minute walk away. I opened my eyes to muted daylight in an alleyway that smelled of croissants.

"Are we right next to Mamm's Bakery?" I glanced toward the street. "This is perfect. I'm getting a bagel."

"I'm glad it's convenient," Esme said, touching my arm. "But hold on. There's one more thing to discuss."

"Sure, what—"

Flash. Azalea appeared next to the gutter drain running down the wall, making me recoil in surprise, though at least I didn't shriek. I thought I'd be more used to them appearing out of nowhere by now, but that was going to take some time.

"Hey!" Azalea hugged me while my heart tried to slow down. "Oh, Esme did your neck? Looks good."

"I'll see you both later," Esme said, and she was gone with a burst of blue.

"I feel like a baton," I said, "getting handed off over and over. It's a shame the finish line is work."

"Better than the commute though, right?" Azalea kissed me, then she glanced toward the street. "I think he's going to be a little late, but that's fine. We arranged for someone to be with you at your office."

I blinked. "You mean like, for protection?"

"Pretty much." Azalea took my hand and walked us out of the alley, into the bright sunlight on the sidewalk. The city street stretched out to either side, busy, no one caring to look at us as they walked and drove past. "Now, none of us think anyone from the guild would actually attack you in public. Breaching magical privacy to the human world is like, a cardinal sin. They're not going to risk their guild's existence for that."

That explained why Esme was so quick to fix up my place and cause magical brain fog. "But you still arranged some kind of protective detail."

"It's not a whole detail, it's just Arthur," Azalea said, flipping her red hair back. "He's a friend of mine, he actually drew up the contract for our deal with the guild, so he knows what's going on. I told him you do insurance, and he was like, really excited about it. He has an established human identity and he has a bunch of financial licenses, or something...anyway, he'll fit right in."

"Whoa, slow down. You want him to work for me?"

"If he can help, why not?" Azalea smiled. "But mostly we just want him there, just in case. He's a wizard, he'll be good to have around. I'm sure you guys will get along."

"Okay. Thanks." I tried to look enthused about it. I knew they just wanted to keep me safe.

"It'll be fine." Azalea grabbed my hand with both of hers. "If we thought there was any real chance the guild would go after you here, we'd do something else. It's probably overkill, but I brought up the idea to Esme and she was good with it."

Esme probably wanted to make up for feeling that she had screwed up with me before this, so I got it. If this was a gift from the coven, I wasn't going to be a jerk about it. And truth be told, having a magical being around, one on my side, did make me feel better after what had happened last night.

"I really appreciate it." I liked watching her beam. "I mean, I'd prefer you there with me, but I'll take what I can get."

"Maybe some other time, we can hang out after closing," Azalea said, running a finger up my arm. "You can show me some fun ways to pass the time in there."

The offer had me thinking about closing up shop for the day and exploring that with her now. Putting her on my desk, pulling those jeans off of her, ripping off her shirt and throwing it over my monitor...

But I knew she and the whole coven were busy, and I had an important call today on top of it. After five, though, all bets were off, and—

"Hello Azalea, dear. Is this our man?"

I was yanked out of my prurient thoughts by a man approaching us on the sidewalk. If Azalea hadn't primed me to be looking for a wizard, I wouldn't have clocked him as one. He was shorter, not quite as short as the petite Azalea, but a lot closer to her than me. He had brown hair, long enough to be swept to the side, a short-trimmed beard, and was dressed in simple business casual wear—dark slacks, a crisp white shirt, no tie.

But there was an air about him. Something like...how do I put it? If he stepped off the curb, and instead of walking into the street, he started floating up into the air with each step, I wouldn't have been terribly surprised. He seemed light and pleasant, with a charming smile and a British accent, probably in his mid-30s.

He greeted Azalea with a hug, then stuck his hand out to me.

"Marcus, yes? Pleased to meet you, the name's Arthur. Arthur Morne."

I took his hand and shook it. "Marcus Larimoore."

"Good shake. I believe with my entire heart that you beat the absolute piss out of Arick and Eli both." Arthur grinned.

I glanced at Azalea, and she shrugged, smiling innocently. "Is it supposed to be a secret? I'll try not to tell anyone else."

"Maybe it's not my favorite first impression to give people," I said, but the look she put on made me laugh. "All right. I guess we'd better get inside if I'm gonna prep for this call. Thank you—both of you."

"I'm sure there won't be any tussles," Arthur said, his fingers gently touching each button on his shirt as though he were unconsciously straightening them. "Looking forward to working with you, Marcus."

"Yeah. We'll definitely discuss that." I wasn't sure what work I'd have for this guy, but maybe I could find something to keep him busy.

Thinking about throwing Azalea on my desk and ripping her clothes off still had my heart racing, so I couldn't resist giving her one more kiss before parting, the witch putting her arms around my shoulders and holding me for a moment.

"See you boys later," she said, and she stepped back into the alley and vanished with a wave.
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Arthur was just looking at me, a grin on his face.

"Oh, I don't mean to be a voyeur," he said, raising a hand. "She didn't mention you two were seeing each other. Though I figured as much, the way she talked about you."

It hit me a little harder that I knew nothing at all about this guy. I decided to just be up front about what I was thinking.

"Do you two have a history?" I tried to put it nicely.

"Certainly," Arthur said with a nod, and my eyebrows went up. "Ah. No, not like that. I'm not of the persuasion. I'm more fond of the wizards, you see." His white teeth flashed in a smile.

"Gotcha," I said. "Sorry to just...I'm not trying to be some territorial asshole. It's just that more stuff has happened to me in the last three days than in the last five years. I'm still getting my head on straight."

"I understand completely," Arthur told me, dipping his head. "I'm impressed, hearing about what you've gotten up to with their coven. And what you've survived. Very unusual for a human. But I'm sure you've heard that, I won't yak on about it."

"Let's get into the office," I said.

It felt like a million years had passed since the last time I'd walked into my office, and I looked around inside like I expected everything to be covered in dust. But no, everything was normal. Marcy at the front desk, greeting me with a friendly good morning. Dave not here yet, but that was typical. The shades open, sunlight streaming in.

"Hey, Marcy," I said, bringing the two of us up to the front. "This is Arthur, and he's, uh..."

"Independent agent," Arthur said, sticking out his hand for Marcy to shake, which the older woman did. "A pleasure to meet you on this fine morning, love."

"Oh, nice to meet you, Arthur," Marcy said, every word giving me the idea that she was already charmed by the guy. "Marcus, why didn't you tell me we were onboarding an agent? I'd have gotten him in the system before today."

"It was sudden," I said. Marcy gave me a questioning look, but Arthur was quick to divert her.

"Don't worry about a thing, my dear. I have my license numbers catalogued here, maybe you and I can make quick work of getting me access together, yes?"

Marcy looked happy to do that, but I needed to make sure this was legit.

"Mind if I take a look first?" I asked. "Just to make sure you're up-to-date for our serviced states."

"Of course, Marcus. It's all yours." He handed me his phone, which was open to his licensure account.

I won't bore you with the details, but trust me when I say that I was incredibly surprised to find that he was legit. For all fifty states, personal lines, commercial lines—I had actually never seen one agent so decked out in licenses.

"This is nuts," I muttered to myself, too quietly for Marcy to hear.

"Better safe than sorry, I say," Arthur told me. "I have my series six as well, if your agency here dabbles in those securities at all."

I had a lot of questions, but time was short. And he actually could help out, depending what he wanted to do while he was here watching out for me. I handed Arthur back his phone.

"Set him up in the commercial system," I told Marcy, then looked at Arthur. "The office there by that potted tree is the unoccupied one, make yourself comfortable. I'll come by a little later to, uh, show you around the place."

"Sounds lovely. Marcy, you'll be joining me, I trust?" Arthur extended his hand toward the office door, giving a gracious little bow. Marcy giggled, and I knew the two of them were going to get on just fine.

I got settled in to my office right as Dave showed up, and he came in through the open door.

"We got a new agent?" Dave asked.

"Temporarily," I said, going with the new angle I'd just thought of. "Kind of a favor for someone. Not sure how long we'll keep him on."

"I'll go say hi," Dave said, but he didn't leave. "You need anything for the Jefferson call? I can run a print or whatever."

"No, it's all here, but thanks."

Dave gave me a thumbs-up and left. I exhaled. Today was the important call I'd pushed off—Jefferson Bank, which would be the largest single client our agency had landed.

If I could land them. My cousin had gotten my foot in the door, but I still had to try to sell a huge liability policy and an umbrella policy on top of it, on the name of my small agency which admittedly did not have a lot of clout in the commercial game just yet.

And I kind of hadn't thought about it at all until this exact moment, so I was unprepared. Nervous. Worrying I might sweat through the makeup on my neck, which I reminded myself not to touch as I ran through the Jefferson files on my computer at lightspeed.

I didn't have time to go and check on Arthur, but I honestly didn't plan on giving him any actual work, at least not today. I didn't even have time to close my office door (and forget about that bagel I wanted to get from Mamm's Bakery).

Before I knew it, it was time to get on this call, and never had I felt worse at my job. I dialed in and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath and keeping the phone on speaker so I could easily work my computer.

"Good morning, folks. This is Marcus Larimoore, from The Larimoore Agency. Is everyone connected?"

The call started slow; easy. I reaffirmed their needs, the coverage they wanted, the people I'd be in contact with. My confidence built as I was able to answer their first few questions without needing to flip back through their files.

Hey, maybe I could do my job.

"Marcus." The voice was Bill's, the CFO of the bank. The 15-billion-dollar bank I was trying to get on my books. "I'm concerned about your staffing, frankly. If we need immediate endorsements, we can't be waiting on hold."

"You're absolutely right," I said. "That won't happen with our agency. In fact, I will be servicing your account directly, and you can reach out to me for anything you need."

"That's part of our worry," Bill continued. "You're one person. An institution of our size, with layered policies, may require a larger team."

"It's a valid concern, but I take my fiduciary duty seriously, and I wouldn't recommend our agency if it wasn't the right fit for Jefferson. Looking at your past coverage..."

I went into my planned spiel, but I was anxious. I knew that I didn't sound nearly as confident as I wanted to, that I had been too distracted to get in the zone for this incredibly important call, and I was close to blowing it. Especially when I heard the last words any salesman wants to hear.

"We'll need to think about this," Bill said. "Before we wrap, if we can just go over the policy declarations one more time."

"Of course." I tried not to sound too defeated, pulling up the page on my screen.

That was when Arthur walked in.

"With the umbrella limits, we may not need general liability at..." Bill was talking to his team.

I mouthed to Arthur, What are you doing? but he didn't say anything. Just gave me his cheery smile and sat down in the chair in front of my desk.

"So sorry I'm late, Bill, Roman, everyone," Arthur said with impeccable brightness. "This is Arthur speaking, I'm an appointed agent with the Larimoore agency. I understand there are concerns about account service. Let me put you all at ease."

I gaped at him. I couldn't say anything, not while the call was live. I couldn't jump across the desk and push him out of my office. In a weird way, this felt oddly similar to Eli choking me on my living room floor.

Until he kept talking.

"Jefferson's operations are perfectly matched to this agency," Arthur said with confidence. "A bigger agency means higher premiums for you; a smaller agency means a gap in service. Roman, you're the risk manager; you know the proportion of your needs to our abilities—or we wouldn't all be having such a lovely time on this call together, right?"

They laughed. They actually fucking laughed, and so did Arthur, tipping me a wink at the same time. He ran through their needs, sounding like he'd studied their file twice as long as I had, never slowing in his pace, never a hint that he had just walked into this call.

He was doing it.

"In such an unprecedented event as Marcus being unable to answer the phone," Arthur said, "you'd roll to David in the next office, and then to me in the office after that. And trust me when I say: once you are our client, you'll never hear my voice again."

Arthur sat back in the chair, folding his hands together. He gave me a nod while we heard some discussion on the other end of the line, and he straightened the cuffs of his pants.

"Marcus," Bill said after a moment, "why don't you send the contract over? I think we've all agreed that it would be better to seal this now and get our replacement coverage in place."

"Happy to, Bill," I said. "I'll get it over right away."

"Thanks. You guys have a good one."

The call ended. Arthur didn't say a word, just crossed his arms, put one leg over the other, and wore a satisfied look.

"Maybe we can get a different bodyguard," I said, trying to stop from grinning ear-to-ear, "because I might want you being an agent full-time. How the hell did you just do that?"

"I love the enthusiasm, but I just wanted to lend a hand." Arthur stood up. "Marcy was awful quick getting me in the system, so I brushed up on these Jefferson folks she told me about. It helped that you were on speakerphone with the door open. Some people might consider that rude." His eyes sparkled, full of laughter.

"Celebratory lunch," I decided. "My treat, all of us. How do you like Italian?"

[image: image-placeholder]

The contract was signed, the packets were issued, and we had officially landed Jefferson Bank. Dave was ecstatic for us, pounding me on the back, and while I tried to give some credit to Arthur, I'm not sure Dave understood how integral Arthur had been—and Arthur seemed to have no interest in taking any glory. Maybe for a wizard, a simple human conquest like this meant nothing.

But it was still a fantastic lunch, and for the rest of that work day, I kind of forgot I might be in danger and that Arthur was there primarily for protection. He seemed to like the work, so he got busy helping me onboard the Jefferson Bank account.

Maybe whatever he did for his daily bread in the magical world had become routine to him. As hilarious as it was to think that insurance could be less boring than any other single thing, Arthur really was eating it up. You didn't get dozens of licenses without some kind of passion for the game.

"See you tomorrow then, boss," Arthur said as we left for the day. "Lovely to meet you both, Dave and Marcy. My congratulations on Jefferson."

Arthur tipped a short wave before walking off, turning a corner into an alley—probably to transport.

"Where did you find this man?" Marcy asked me. "And how do we keep him?"

"I haven't hung out with a lot of British guys," Dave said. "He's cool. I thought he'd be all tight and uppity in those slacks."

"Don't get too attached," I said. "Like I said, he's just a temporary hire as a favor for someone I know. But he'll be here for a little while."

"Think he's sweet on you, Marcy?" Dave nudged her.

The older woman laughed. "I think he's sweet on you, Dave."

We said our goodnights and I headed back toward the bakery alley with a lightness in my step. With mess after mess in my life, it was nice to have something go right. And at the end of today, I found I was really looking forward to seeing the coven again.

I got into the alley and stopped, blinking, like I'd walked into a room and then forgotten why I'd gone there in the first place. Obviously my car wasn't parked in here. I had to go back to the haven.

I had the witches' numbers in my phone, but I figured there was no reason to call for a ride if I didn't really need one. I glanced behind me to make sure no one was there to see, and then I opened up the amulet around my neck and poked the familiar sigil etched on the inside.
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Just like that, I was back in the haven apartment, and as soon as I took one step and set my bag down on the table, Brutus came running around the corner for me. I crouched down and hugged the husky, wrestling with him a little bit.

"Welcome back," Esme said, leaning against the doorway. "How did it go with Arthur?"

"The guy's a goddamn genius," I said, standing up. "I don't know how you found me a wizard who's also an insurance expert, but he saved my ass today."

Esme raised an eyebrow.

"From a blown sale," I corrected quickly, laughing. "Not from an evil wizard. All was quiet on that front."

"I'm glad to hear that. Because Azalea and Cassandra will be back soon, and I'm afraid we need to put you through a bit of a gauntlet, if you're feeling well enough."

"A gauntlet, huh? Do I need my running shoes?"

Esme shook her head. "We're going to try to understand what type of magic you're resistant to."

"Okay," I said, then I understood. "Oh. As in, you're going to try to hurt me."

"I wouldn't put it like that." Esme smiled apologetically. "It won't be anything like what Eli did, or what Arick tried to do. Think of it more like...an allergy test at the doctor's."

"Sounds awesome." I smirked. I was feeling good; even the idea of being poked and prodded didn't bring my mood down. Actually, the idea of being poked and prodded by Cassandra, Azalea, and Esme was more of a mood-lifter.

She nodded, patting Brutus on the head. "How about some dinner first? I made some chili at my house and brought it in for us."

"I'm going to be honest," I said. "That sounds fucking amazing."

"Good, because I made cornbread." Cassandra came from the kitchen with Azalea in tow, the two of them having just arrived. She set down an aluminum tray of cornbread with a big price sticker across the plastic top.

"Fresh-baked, huh?" I grinned at the two of them, happy to see them after a long day. I loved Brutus and all, but coming home to only my dog for the last couple years was maybe starting to get a little depressing.

This wasn't my home, though, not for real. But it was for now, and it was time to start enjoying the upside of that. So I poured Brutus his dinner and I sat down for a meal with the coven for the first time.

Store-bought or not, the cornbread was good, and Esme's chili was amazing, with cinnamon and brown sugar for a sweet heat. Sitting down to eat with them felt natural, comfortable, easy; I supposed that after a near-death experience, everything else was pretty low-stakes. Social anxiety? No such thing, not while I could take a deep breath.

"Arthur is a rockstar, Azalea," I told her. "Nailed a huge sale for the agency. The guy's a...a..." I snorted. "I was just about to say wizard."

"I knew he'd be perfect," Azalea said. "He was who I wrote to at the Legion before all this—he works for them, but he's always up for an adventure."

"There was no trouble at your office, then?" Cassandra asked, and I shook my head. "Good. Now we only have to worry about what they're plotting in the meanwhile."

"We'll work on that some other time," Esme said, swallowing a spoonful of chili. "Tonight we have to do spellwork on Marcus, as discussed."

"Isn't it too soon for that?" Azalea said, concerned. "After last night..."

"I feel great," I said, reassuring her and briefly touching Azalea's hand. "Better than ever."

"It's not ideal," Esme admitted, "but we have to act quickly, before the guild gets a step ahead of us."

"So what exactly did you have in mind?" I didn't want to be nervous about it, but I did feel my heart flutter a little.

"Just some very gentle spells," Cassandra said.

"It might even feel good," Azalea teased.

Esme shot her a look. "If we could maybe save the flirting for after the exam."

"I'll try." Azalea beamed at her, poking an elbow into Cassandra. The redhead and the blonde gave each other one of those looks again, like they were speaking two hundred words a minute without saying a single thing.

"I'll just go and get changed," Cassandra said, once the plates had been cleared out. Azalea went to her room, too, and the two of them came back in much cozier wear.

Azalea was in pink little house shorts that showed off her thighs, and a white top with thin straps that hugged her big breasts. Cassandra had her blonde hair pulled back, smart and cute, wearing velvety sweatpants that wrapped lovingly around her hips and a halter top that showed off a tantalizing little slice of her stomach.

I thought of kissing her at my place. I thought of Azalea pulling me into her bed. I thought of a few other things that hadn't happened, but that I'd like.

It was hard not to stare, but I did my best because I really wasn't sure of Esme's vibe, and I didn't want to piss her off when it seemed like we were finally getting along.

"Living room?" Cassandra suggested. "On the plank floor in there, in case of any burns?"

"That's good," Esme said, and now I was a little more worried. But I knew they wouldn't hurt me, so I walked with the three women into the living room. Late in the night, it was dark in the spacious room. Azalea moved around the perimeter, lighting a few candles that were set, casting the couches and end tables in flickering light. Brutus's nails clicked on the wood plank floor as he followed us in.

"You don't have some kind of light spell?" I inquired.

"Sure, but I like the candles," Azalea said, coming back over.

"We also don't want other magic possibly interfering with our tests here," Cassandra pointed out.

I forced my eyes upward from the wonderful curve of her cleavage in the soft light. "Makes sense."

"Let's do this on the floor, then," Esme said, sitting down with her legs crossed. I got down too, all the witches crowded around me. Even Brutus came along, plopping down next to me. Maybe he sensed that I needed moral support.

"Azalea, why don't you start?" Cassandra suggested. "Try and move him along the floor with a force incantation."

Force incantation. I imagined that was what Eli had used to send me crashing through my table. My back hurt thinking about it.

"Sure," Azalea said, positioning herself directly in front of me. "This is nothing, just a little push, okay?"

I nodded, trying to keep my breathing steady. If I was going to get scrappy with those wizards again, I couldn't be afraid of magic.

Azalea whispered her magic words and held her hand up toward me. There was nothing to see, but I felt something like a light breeze pass over me. I didn't move at all.

The redhead's eyes went wide with surprise. "Well, that's weird."

"Use more connection," Esme said, watching me closely. She explained to me, seeing the look on my face, "Connection is the force magic users channel, directly from the earth, or from artifacts. The more you can wield, the more powerful your spells."

"Okay," Azalea said, biting her lip, and I didn't love the fact that she looked nervous. She exhaled through her nose, throwing her hair back and speaking again in that strange tongue. This time I saw her hand glow white, and I braced myself to be shoved back into the wall.

But it didn't happen. Just that breeze again.

"You're making me look bad, Marcus," Azalea said with a laugh, but it had a nervous edge. "I really don't understand."

"Nor I," Esme said, looking me over. She reached into her pocket and brought out a little packet of makeup wipes, coming over and using them to clean off my neck. A floral scent tickled at my nose. "Cassie. Try to heal the mark."

"This worked last night," Cassandra said, taking Azalea's place in front of me.

"Yes. I have...an inkling." Esme sat back, watching.

"I won't need the artifact for this lesser healing," Cassandra said to me, placing her fingers on my neck. "Just hold still."

Cassandra closed her eyes briefly while she whispered, then opened them again to watch me.

"Do you feel anything?" she asked.

"A little bit of an itch."

"Good. That's normal. Look—it's fading."

Esme and Azalea poked in to see. They both seemed a little confused (all three of them did, actually), but I could see Esme's wheels turning as she tried to put together pieces I couldn't even comprehend.

"Okay, that's enough," Esme said. "We don't want the magic to linger too long and affect other spells." Cassandra pulled back.

"Is the mark gone?" I asked.

"Not fully, but I can get it done soon," Cassandra said.

"I want to move into something we've seen," Esme said, kneeling in front of me and taking my hand. "Burning touch. Obviously nothing like what Eli did. You just need to tell me if you feel heat."

Brutus whined, looking up at the two of us as Esme's hand moved past my wrist, turning my arm over and resting two fingers on the underside. The witch spoke quietly, then flicked her dark eyes up to mine, looking for a reaction.

"I don't feel anything," I said.

"What the hell is going on?" Cassandra murmured.

Esme let go of me, letting out a breath. "If you're enchanted in some way—some advanced way that we can't detect, that even Arick couldn't detect—it would make sense for harmful magic to have no effect, but for healing magic like Cassandra's, or neutral magic like transportation, to still work with your spirit's permission. If for some reason you truly didn't want Cassie to heal you, for example, it likely wouldn't have worked."

"I definitely wanted you to heal me," I told Cassandra, and she smirked.

"But you didn't want Eli to hurt you," Azalea said. "So how could he?"

The husky whined again, and I reached over to scratch his chin. "I think he needs to go out. If one of you wanted to make, like, a take-the-dog-out amulet for me..."

"I'll take him," Esme said. "Some fresh air will help me think."

"Go on with Esme, buddy," I said to Brutus, and he stood up to follow the raven-haired witch out of the living room, the transport flash soon to follow.
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"Is she okay?" I asked them.

"Just stumped, I think," Cassandra said. "And she's not alone in that."

"We should probably keep going." Azalea took my other arm, the one Esme hadn't been working on. "Maybe it's something to do with your subconscious, Marcus. Some resistance you don't even mean to do?"

Cassandra nodded while I shrugged. "It would make sense. Let's walk back through what's happened so far. You found us in the woods, you were on edge and defensive, and Arick couldn't hurt you."

"But," Azalea said, landing a playful punch on my shoulder, "when you fought Eli—were you scared?"

"I don't...think so?" I remembered feeling pretty cocky. Egg on my face, right?

"Someone breaks into your house and your first instinct was to beat the crap out of him," Cassandra observed.

"Well, when you put it like that..." I grimaced. "I was just tired of running away."

"I understand," Cassandra said. "And you figured you were immune to magic, right? So you felt..."

"Invincible," I finished, which sounded pretty damn stupid out loud. Cassandra looked over at Azalea.

"So maybe he let his magical guard down," Cassandra said. "An enchantment or ward tied directly to his spirit would respond to his emotions."

Azalea thought about it. "So your guard is up with us?"

"Not on purpose. I don't think it is."

"Marcus." Azalea looked me in the eyes. "I can see your aura, you know."

"Okay," I said, "I'm maybe a little tense. But in my defense, you're trying to burn me."

"He needs to relax." Cassandra scooted up closer to me, taking my other hand. "Esme wouldn't approve of this kind of technique, but..."

She moved her face close to mine, close enough for me to feel her breath on my cheek. "I think it's been too long since we've been able to kiss again. Maybe you're just pent-up."

"Cass, I love the way you think." Azalea grinned.

"You've been thinking about us," Cassandra said, meeting my eyes with her sharp silver beauties. "Haven't you?"

"All fucking day," I said, and I put one arm around Cassandra and pulled her into me, finding her lips and lighting up with the sensation of her against me again.

The tension I'd been carrying rushed out of me as our lips met and her tongue found mine. She made a little noise of pleasure that hummed through me, and I felt myself getting hard right away.

"That's perfect," Cassandra said, smiling like she couldn't help it. "You know, I was mostly joking when I said I thought this would help. I was just...tired of holding back. But your aura is easier now."

"My turn," Azalea said. "The more the merrier."

When Azalea kissed me, I still had a hand on Cassandra's leg, and I could feel the blonde witch watching us intently. I'd never been part of something like this before—a threesome, if you could call this that, let alone one with two witches trying to figure out what made the hidden gears inside of me tick.

Azalea's kiss was deep and intense, her hands finding my neck and her fingers curling into me. When I felt a hand brush over my pants, I thought it was hers, but quickly realized Azalea had both arms over my shoulders.

"You don't mind, do you?" Cassandra's voice whispered in my ear, her fingers running along my waist. With Azalea's tongue in my mouth, I pulled lightly on Cassandra, letting her know to keep going, and her fingers brushed over my stiff cock in my pants and my whole body shuddered. I was suddenly, ragingly hard, magic driven completely out of my mind, my only thoughts those of these two gorgeous women and how they felt against me.

Azalea broke the kiss, her breath coming fast as she sat back on her knees. "That is so fucking hot," she whispered, trying to calm herself. "I'm getting really distracted."

"Me too." Cassandra reluctantly pulled her hand away from me, and it was hard not to lean after her. She licked her lips. "Before we get too...carried away. We should try something else."

"You do it, Cassie," Azalea said, pushing her hair back. "I'm all aflutter, here."

"You're not the only one," I said.

"Your aura is pure, though." Azalea's green eyes crawled over me. "No nerves."

"Just a nice dusting of lust," Cassandra said, sliding over. "We tried force and burning touch...how about a gentle little shock? If it works, it should just feel like static."

She put one finger on the top of my hand and spoke. The tip flashed a light blue, and I yanked my hand back.

"I felt that," I said, turning my hand over. There was no mark or damage, but something had definitely gotten through. "Like a static shock."

Cassandra looked enthused. "This is good. That may be it, that your guard is up around magic now, after what happened with Eli. And you just needed some...loosening up."

Azalea giggled, and that was when Esme came back, the faint flash drawing our eyes toward the doorway to the living room. Brutus beat her back inside, though, running up to us with his claws clicking on the floor. He licked my face and was quickly distracted by pets from the two women.

Esme walked in after him, watching the scene before her. "Any developments?"

"Yes!" Azalea turned, resting on her hip. She told Esme about their theory of my emotional defense response. "Cassandra was just able to give him a shock."

"Yeah, it was great," I said sarcastically, and Cassandra winked at me.

"Show me," Esme said, remaining standing while crossing her arms.

"Excuse me, mister," Cassandra said, giving Brutus a little pat on the side. The dog got out of her way and lay on the floor beside me. Cassandra took the same hand up again, touching me with one finger and speaking. I waited for the shock, but it didn't come.

"Nothing," I said slowly.

"Oh, come on!" Azalea groaned. "I thought we had this figured out."

"It was unlikely we were going to solve the mystery in one try," Cassandra said, though she sounded disappointed. She held my hand, rubbing her thumb across my fingers.

Esme looked over us, those wheels turning behind her dark eyes again. "Perhaps it's that Marcus isn't quite as at ease around me."

"I'm sure that's not it," I countered, but I didn't sound entirely convincing, and watching Azalea and Cassandra look at each other, I could tell they were thinking the same thing Esme was.

Maybe it was true, maybe it was even justified, but it still made me feel like shit. The woman had just made a home-cooked dinner for us, and I still couldn't even relax around her?

"Let's stop this for now," Esme said. "Marcus, come here for just a second, there's something I should do before I go."

I stood, almost eagerly, like I was subconsciously trying to prove that I had no problem with Esme. I stepped up to her and she reached over to me, pulling on the slim amulet chain until the piece was in her hand. She closed her fingers around it and then let it fall back to my chest.

"Recharged," she said. I met her eyes, but she looked distracted; preoccupied. Still thinking, trying to puzzle this whole thing out.

At least I hoped that's what it was, and not that she was hurt about some involuntary reaction my subconscious was having to her. I didn't want to apologize for it, because I didn't want to lend credence to the idea.

"Have a good night. We'll see if we can pick this back up soon." Esme turned and left the living room, Brutus watching her go until there was a transport flash from around the corner.

And then it was just the three of us, the air crackling with something more than magic.

"You two aren't planning on going home right now, I hope?" I tried to sound sultry. God only knew if I pulled it off, but maybe it didn't matter. I didn't need to be able to read an aura to see what Cassandra and Azalea wanted.

"That's enough work," Azalea breathed. "Let's do something we know we can do right."
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Cassandra put a hand on my neck and pushed me backward out of the living room. I trusted her guidance and just took step after step blindly with Azalea somewhere behind me.

"You'll let me finish healing you, won't you, Marcus?" Cassandra said. That satisfying magical itch rolled over my neck again, oddly soothing.

"If you promise to be thorough," I said, my hand on her side.

A door creaked, and Azalea pulled lightly on the back of my shirt to bring me into Cassandra's room, closing the door behind us. I heard her speak in that unknown magical language, and the room became doused in a soft reddish glow, the light coming from nowhere in particular.

It was faint, but just enough for me to fall backwards onto the bed and see Cassandra's face as she climbed on top of me. She wrapped both hands around my neck and sighed, pouring magic into the burn mark while she looked into my eyes.

"Thank you for trusting me," she said, rubbing her thumbs up underneath my jaw. "How's it feel?"

"So fucking good," I whispered, and it really did, god knew why. Probably had something to do with her on top of me, her breasts just inches above my face. She had taken her hair down, and it hung toward me as she looked down, her lips parted, watching my wound disappear.

"You're so good at that, Cass." Azalea climbed up onto the bed behind me, peering down at her friend's work. I could only lie there, letting the strange pleasure of the healing magic flow through me, pulling in breaths and looking at the two of them.

"There. All better." Cassandra exhaled, letting go and sitting down on me in a very intentional way, her ass rubbing against the stiffness in my pants.

"Almost all better," Azalea said, leaning down to kiss me from above and behind. An upside-down kiss—something else new for me, though it didn't make it any harder for her to slip her tongue in my mouth, her hand pushing down my chest. "I think you were instructed to be thorough..."

"You're so right, Zay." Cassandra grinned as she rubbed her ass down into my hard-on, making me grunt. I reached down and grabbed her hips, shifting slightly to line myself up against her, rubbing upward between her legs and getting rewarded by her gasp and the flutter of her eyes.

"Fuck me, I am so fucking horny," Cassandra muttered, almost like she was annoyed with herself about it.

"Would you rather keep doing magic experiments?" I asked her. Both Azalea and I looked at her, Azalea's head above mine with her red hair cascading down and putting us into a vermilion tunnel.

"Not tonight," Cassandra breathed, grinding down against me. "I just want to forget about everything else for a little while. Starting with these pants."

She slipped backward and quickly opened my belt, looking up at Azalea. "Zay, would you...?"

"Of course." Azalea giggled, backing away and then tugging on my shirt. I wiggled free of the clothing, hearing my belt buckle clink as Cassandra dropped my pants to the floor, boxers and all.

"God..." Cassandra put her hand on my cock, stroking up the length. "It's been...way, way too long."

"She's very focused on her work," Azalea whispered in my ear. "I keep telling her she needs to let loose every now and then. Because if you don't...things can build up."

"Like wha—" I started to ask, and then the words got choked up in my throat because Cassandra had taken my cock into her mouth.

"Like that." Azalea kissed my cheek and watched Cassandra suck my cock. I moaned, Cassandra taking me deep, all the way into her throat.

"Fuck, holy—shit," I gasped out as she rested my length in her throat, opening her eyes and looking up at me. "Please don't stop."

She turned her head slightly while I was still inside her, making my toes curl with the sensation. Pulling back, she let me fall from her mouth.

"Don't plan to," she said, and she took me back in.

"Comfy?" Azalea asked me, as my eyes fluttered and I tried not to blow my load within thirty seconds of Cassandra's touch.

"P-perfect," I stammered, while Azalea bent down and kissed my neck, running her tongue up the freshly-healed skin.

"Good. I'll be right back." Her lips left me, and she walked around the bed. She didn't leave the room, though; she hugged Cassandra from behind, nuzzling into her and whispering in her ear while the blonde paused on my cock. Then Azalea worked her hands underneath Cassie's shirt and pulled it up.

Cassandra let my cock fall from her lips, Azalea getting her shirt off while she undid her bra from the front. Her breasts came free, nipples hard, rubbing against my legs as she intentionally pressed into me.

"Much better," she said, sliding her hand up my length. "Turn and make some room, Marcus. I'm not done with you."

Her wish was my command. We were sideways along her bed; I turned and put my head back toward the pillows, and Cassandra climbed up, which was how I saw that Azalea had worked her pants down and off as well, a short little tuft of bush between her legs.

"Help me out?" Azalea climbed over me, straddling my chest. She had her shirt on, but she was in just her panties on the bottom, her wet heat pressing into me. Ravenously, I yanked up on her shirt, and she was braless beneath, her big tits falling out. I pushed her back just far enough for me to sit upward and take one of her nipples into my mouth, sucking on it while my hands crept down to squeeze her ass.

Azalea put a hand on the back of my head, sighing while I worked on her nipples. After a moment, though, she pulled free of my mouth with a pop! and slid off to the side, stepping onto the floor.

"Sorry," she said, grinning. "But I want to watch a little more."

As we looked to Cassandra, the blonde took the head of my cock into her mouth and swirled her tongue around it, then pulled off, deliberately letting spit slide down the shaft. She moved forward and let my dick slide between her breasts. It was slick from her attentions, and practically melted into the soft flesh.

I moaned, grabbing a fistful of bedspread as she moved her tits up and down on my cock. She squeezed them together, engulfing me, pressing forward so that I could feel the hard nubs of her nipples against my groin. Then she pulled back to take me in her mouth again, making my cock glisten before it disappeared between her soft breasts.

"I didn't think you could tease a guy this long, Cass," Azalea chirped.

"Who's teasing?" Cassandra rolled her nipples between her fingers while my cock was sandwiched between her breasts. "I'm just having some fun."

She bit her lip. "But now that you mention it...I do need some more."

"Let me help you with that." I sat up, putting my hands on her arms and pulling her up towards me. My cock slid along her stomach, and I kissed her before putting my lips to her neck and finding little spots to suck on that made her gasp.

"I don't know what you two were whispering about," I said into her ear, but loud enough for Azalea to hear, "but I hope it involved me sliding inside of you."

Cassandra moaned as I sucked hard on her neck, lowering my hands down to grab her hips and pull her just close enough so that my cock slid along her wet slit. When it did, she gasped and pushed back against me. The angle wasn't right to get inside her, but my length moved along her lips and it was a taste of heaven.

"Ah-ah." Azalea stuck her hands between us, pushing Cassandra upright and me back down on the bed. "I told you. I want to see."

"Then you'd better watch closely." Cassandra's breathing was suddenly ragged, dripping with lust. She slid back against me, letting me push along her lips again, sounds of pleasure leaving us both. She moved back far enough to let my length flip back towards me, then she sat back on it, grinding her wetness along the underside.

"Oh god," she whispered, her eyes closing for a moment as she enjoyed the feeling. "I fucking...need you in me, Marcus."

In response to that, I slipped my fingers beneath her thighs, pulling upward, helping her to lift herself until she was hovering right above my cock. She reached down with one hand, placing two fingers on me to hold me steady while she found herself on me, and then lowered herself down.

"Oh, fuck," I hissed, feeling her tight warmth embrace me.

Azalea watched with a smile on her face, lips parted, one hand down between her legs and rubbing at herself through her panties. Her breath shuddered near my ear as she played with herself, her other hand resting on my arm, squeezing me.

Cassandra closed her eyes and sighed in deep satisfaction as she rested her weight on me, taking my length all the way. She opened her silver eyes and found mine, reading the pleasure on my face. What did my aura look like right at this moment, I wondered?

"You feel so fucking good," I told Cassandra, squeezing her hips, running my hands up her sides to cup her breasts. Cassandra wiggled on top of me, making my cock throb inside her. I turned my head to Azalea, my eyes flicking down to where her fingers were busy between her legs.

"I can help you with that," I said, reaching my hand toward her.

"Start by taking off my panties," she said, her breath coming fast as she pulled her wet fingers away. She trailed one across my lips as I hooked my fingers into her underwear and pulled them down. I ran my tongue out and licked her finger, and she smiled.

Azalea stepped out of her panties and climbed onto me again, only this time much higher on my chest, her pussy glistening and wet. I could taste her from my lips; I could smell her delicious arousal inches from my face.

"You can handle being ridden at both ends," Azalea said, lifting her breasts up and letting them bounce, "right?"

"One way to find out." I grabbed Azalea by the hips and pulled her forward, a shocked gasp of pleasure leaving her as my tongue found her pussy and dove inside.

"That's our man," Cassandra said, and I groaned as she started to slide up and down on my cock. Her panting breath mixed with Azalea's as the redhead grabbed a fistful of my hair and positioned herself on my face, rubbing herself up against my eager mouth.

"Fuck me, I am not going to last long," Azalea moaned, almost shrieking when I found her clit and started sucking on it. The way she held onto my hair and rode my face was so fucking hot, letting my tongue flick at her clit and then push up inside of her. I grabbed her ass again, pulling her into my face, one slick finger sliding around her back door while she moaned in approval.

Cassandra wasn't going easy on either of us, coming up to the last inch of me before dropping back down. Her hand slapped down onto my stomach as she repositioned herself, leaning forward and putting her weight on me, riding me with shorter, faster motions. I felt her fingers bump against my shaft as she rubbed her clit.

I just wanted to last as long as I could. And when you want it the most, during the hottest sex of your life, it's the hardest to do. I pulled Azalea's clit into my mouth while I worked my finger into her ass, plenty slick from her pussy, and she reached back with one hand to spread her cheeks open and help me inside.

Maybe it was the extra stimulation that made her cum first, but her prediction came true, and Azalea let go, moaning and grinding into my face as her orgasm swept through, her holes clenching on my tongue and finger. She pulled at my hair, my dick throbbing in response, and I suddenly understood exactly why some people liked that so much.

With Cassandra riding me faster and faster, driving her weight down onto my hips, our flesh slapping together, I couldn't hold off. Azalea's pussy muffled my moans as I shot inside of Cassandra, hearing the blonde witch cry out "Yes!" and grind herself down onto me. Her fingers worked faster on her clit, her hips gyrating while my pulsing cock pressed up against that special spot inside of her, and she shuddered on top of me, her fingernails digging into my stomach as she came hard enough for me to feel every single squeeze on my member.

I'm not sure how exactly we came apart in such a way that we were able to successfully pile into Cassandra's bed, but we did it, limbs slid along one another's, someone's leg on top of me. Three exhausted people, catching their breath in a magically-lit room, in a place that most people weren't even capable of seeing.
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Igot used to staying at the haven faster than I thought I would. I expected to miss my old place more, or at least maybe my bed, but that turned out not to be an issue. How could I be homesick when I spent every night with a beautiful woman—or two?

The next few days, life almost felt normal—except for, you know, all the totally insane stuff, like the magical experiments on me and teleporting to and from work. And the whole dating two women thing, which might have shocked me more if there wasn't so much else going on.

Instead, it just felt natural. Cassandra and Azalea were close, and being with them was easy. Neither of them questioned the idea of us all being together, except to briefly make sure I was okay with it. They weren't both at the haven every night, sometimes working mismatched hours at Erudition, or staying at their places, but when either or both could be at the haven, we always squeezed into a bed together.

But things were busy for the coven, and I was putting in extra hours at the office, too, what with landing Jefferson Bank and not wanting to screw anything up. And I could feel that all three of the witches were tense, no matter how relaxed anyone seemed. There was a thread running in the back of all of this: a thread that led back to the guild, and we all were just waiting for it to start buzzing.

The witches were puzzled over me, and I wasn't much help. Sometimes magic had an effect on me; sometimes it didn't. Esme being present didn't truly seem to affect that, since we'd experimented with that too, but the fact that we had to at all made me feel a guilt that I couldn't push away. The way she looked was just so damn inscrutable. Was she angry at me? Disappointed? Or was she just thinking, trying to fit the pieces together, trying to make a theory? All three of them were academics, curious and reaching at every angle, but Esme seemed incredibly determined. Maybe it was her drive making her frustrated.

Or maybe it was knowing that Azalea, Cassandra, and I were hooking up—because she had to know, aura reading or not. Anyone could have seen it from a mile away. It felt bad that I might be rubbing her the wrong way while she offered me the haven's protection, but I had to remember what she said. She treated me like one of the coven now, and we were all in this together.

But I wasn't seeing nearly as much of Esme as I was of Cass and Zay. A few nights after our wild threesome in Cassandra's room, I had insisted I take us all out for dinner. Esme was nowhere to be found, but Azalea assured me it wasn't that unusual.

"Esme can be a loner," she said, and Cassandra nodded in agreement.

"I'm the same way, sometimes," Cassandra said. "I get fixated on something, and I find it hard to focus on anything else. She's preoccupied. We can all tell."

"I hate to leave her out," I said, but I was a little antsy to go somewhere with these two besides the haven. Like I wanted to show them off, or something. I just wanted to have a nice dinner with them, and I couldn't cook worth a damn, and I wanted to be off campus.

So the three of us went out to Winston's Chateau, a fancy place in the city I'd never go to by myself, and never really had occasion to go to otherwise. I had extra money with the Jefferson account landed, and I wanted to blow some of it. I wanted to be something besides the guy in the house who needed to hold his girlfriend's hand in order to leave.

Instead, I got to hold their hands and sit them down at a nice table, Cassandra in a slim black dress with lovely dark lipstick on, Azalea with her red hair in curls, wearing a dark, knee-length skirt and a teal satin shirt so silky and flowing that it looked like it might just slide right off her shoulders.

And for a little while, we ate good food and we talked about things that weren't the threats to our lives and our livelihoods. The city, traveling, dogs, cats, and television (they did watch TV, just not in the haven). It was nice, and they were stunning, and we went back to the haven where our clothes didn't stay on for much longer.

But there was that thread. Taut. Tense. Pulling on us a little more each day. And towards the end of that week, I saw Eli, the wizard who had choked me, standing outside of my office.

I'll admit it—I spilled my coffee. Just a little bit, slopping over the side of my mug, but it burned my hand and I hardly felt it. I stood in the front of the office, looking out the plate glass window toward the street, ready to start the day, and there he was.

Not right outside. He was across the street, four lanes of traffic separating us. The burly, grizzled wizard just stood there, arms hanging down, watching me intently through the window. He was a little less intimidating this far away, but not by much. From here, I couldn't tell if I'd really left a mark on him from when we'd fought in my house—but then again, maybe one of his buddies had fixed him up like Cassandra had done for me.

"Can't have been as good as Cassandra," I murmured, sipping my coffee before licking it off my thumb.

"What's that, Marcus?" Marcy was behind me, at the water cooler.

"Nothing, just talking to myself." I glanced at her, flashing a smile. "Would you grab Arthur for me?"

"Sure thing." Marcy finished filling her water bottle and went over to Arthur's office. The slim wizard joined me at the window, his eyes going where mine were.

"You know him, right?" I asked Arthur.

"That I do," Arthur said, even-keeled as ever. "He done anything?"

"Just standing there. Ten minutes now."

"Right." Arthur tugged lightly on his shirtsleeves, flattening the cuffs. "The ladies are right, of course. The guild won't act in public, even someone as brutish as Eli."

"So this is, what, recon?"

Arthur tilted his head. "Not sure what info they'd be gathering. And if they really did want intelligence, they wouldn't be sending Eli."

"Maybe they're sizing up the competition." I looked over at him and grinned. "If you can fight half as well as you can sell..."

"I assure you, I can't. Those who can't fight tend to sharpen other skills, like the ability to schmooze." Arthur patted me on the shoulder. "I can help you run, Marcus. And maybe get a good deal on the way."

I took another sip of my coffee. "Maybe he's just here to try to intimidate me, then."

"Yeah," Arthur said, watching Eli across the street. The burly wizard's untucked shirt flapped in the wind, his sleeves rolled up to show his big arms. "I think so."

I raised my mug to the window, smiling. "Fuck him."

As much as I wanted to be assured by the coven's convictions and by Arthur's, I still kept an eye on Eli as much as I could. Which involved moving the chair behind my desk to a very odd position and possibly giving me carpal tunnel as I worked. I also seriously considered closing up shop, because as much as I would hate to give in to that asshole's dead-eyed stare from across 15th Avenue, I didn't want to put Marcy and Dave in danger.

Arthur was helpful over instant message when I expressed my worries.

Arthur Morne: everything is ship-shape, don't be concerned

Marcus Larimoore: Dave and Marcy don't have amulets to escape danger though


Arthur Morne: he's off across the street because of the ward on the place. any magical presence nearer and he'd have the coven come running. then he'd have esme to deal with...

Marcus Larimoore: is she really that scary?


Arthur Morne: well

Arthur Morne: yes



I remembered her blasting Eli through my wall without a second's preparation, and for the first time I wondered why an academic like her might be so suited for—what, magical dueling? Esme was a few years older than Cassandra and Azalea, in her late twenties...I didn't know what was normal for magical beings, but if she was late to the game as far as the coven's pursuits, maybe she'd been up to something else before then. Something more dangerous.

Marcus Larimoore: glad to have you all on my side




I kept the office open and I kept my eyes on Eli. To his credit, that guy could stand still in one spot for a very long time without a lunch break. And that was all he seemed interested in doing. He was too far away to tell if he was staring directly at me, but for all I knew, he had some kind of vision-enhancing spell and he could count my pores from over there.

There were going to be a ton of things about this magic stuff I was never going to have a grasp on. But just in case he was zoomed in on me, I tipped him a wink, then got back to documenting.

That night, all of us were in the haven, eating a pizza Azalea had picked up and discussing Eli. I had let them know about him right around the same time as I'd told Arthur, shooting a text out, and their responses hadn't been too alarming.

"They're ready to do something," Esme said, drumming her fingers on the table, "but I don't know what. It doesn't feel like an attack. But we haven't heard anything from Erudition or the Legion, so they don't seem to be pursuing those avenues either..."

She stood from the table, a half-eaten piece of pizza on her plate. "I have to check the missives again."

Flash.

I blinked. "She's wound up tight."

"Yeah." Azalea nibbled her lip. "You know, I'm a lot less stressed since we all started having sex. Maybe we should get her in on that."

I laughed, but Azalea wasn't laughing and neither was Cassandra. The blonde gave me a knowing stare.

"Don't sit over there and pretend Esme isn't hot as hell," Cassandra teased me.

"I would never pretend that," I said, as weird as that felt to say to them, "but I don't think she has hooking up on her mind right now."

"Doesn't mean it wouldn't help," Azalea said wistfully. "Esme is such a babe. She's just so busy she never has time to be with anyone. Plus she kind of like, pushes away most people. But not you."

"What, you want me to hit on her?" I giggled nervously, feeling similar to how I'd felt when I'd first learned magic existed. The idea of the two of them pushing me toward another woman was about as alien as teleporting around the city. And yet, I'd done that a dozen times by now.

"Just don't think she's mad at you if she's tense about other stuff, is all," Cassandra said. Her foot found my leg under the dining room table, rubbing me. "She likes you, and the best way she knows to show it is by protecting you."

She grinned, poking the tip of her tongue out. "And yeah, if she makes a move on you, snatch her up. It's not like she doesn't know about us three. I've already told her that I don't want her feeling left out."

My eyes went wide. "What did she say?"

"That I need to focus on the artifacts and not on your dick," Cassandra said, and Azalea snorted with laughter, her hand going to her mouth. "But maybe it was just a bad time."

"Yeah..." I shook my head. "I'll, uh, I'll keep that in mind."

A flash around the corner, and Esme was back.

"No messages," she said, sitting down with a small sigh. She sipped at her iced tea and glanced around the table. "What did I miss?"

"The pizza got colder," I said, and Esme rolled her eyes.

But I saw her little half-smile.
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Eli was there the rest of the week, and the following Monday, he was there again. Arthur and I kept a watch on him, but there was no action, and Arthur was confident there was no magic pervading the office. The wizard was just...there.

"What are you guys staring at?" Dave asked us one time, when both Arthur and I were at the front window. "And is she hot?"

"Uh..." I didn't know how to explain, but Dave looked out the window between us and made no comment.

"Just enjoying the morning light," Arthur said cheerily, giving me a discreet tap on the side of the leg. "Don't you love that cloud past the Amestar Tower?"

"Yeah, it's blowing my mind," Dave said. "How's Joey D's sound for lunch?"

"Great," I told him, "as long as you wanna go pick up."

"Deal."

He walked away, and I glanced at Arthur.

"He can't see him," Arthur said. "I thought it was obvious, he's cloaked and warded to everyone but us. Didn't you wonder why no one hassled him out there?"

"Huh." I hadn't thought about it, but it made sense. "So we just look crazy."

"Only if we tell people we see things that aren't there," Arthur said.

The next day, when Eli was gone, his absence was jarring. I'd gotten used to him, like he was an art installation. When I let the coven know, Esme was the first to respond.

ESME: just heard from Arick. we'll talk tonight.



I put my phone back in my pocket and looked at the spot where Eli had stood, wondering what the hell he and his people were up to.

[image: image-placeholder]

"That's ridiculous!" Azalea shouted.

"Ridiculous," Cassandra echoed. "We should be there. We should all be there."

Esme leaned against the windowsill in the living room of the haven, her arms crossed and her brow furrowed.

"Arick's instructions were clear," Esme said. "I don't like it, but we don't want to escalate this any further. There may still be a diplomatic solution possible, before everything would get spilled to the Legion."

"It's shady," Azalea said, pacing around the living room, her hair bouncing. "He's always met with all of us before."

"Well," Esme said, uncrossing her arms, "things are different now."

Arick had called Esme to arrange a meeting. Tonight. At their usual spot in the forest, but with some unusual direction. The whole coven could not be present at this meeting.

Just Esme...and me.

"It's a trap, clearly," Cassandra said, her hand balled into a fist. "They're trying to get at Marcus. They know we'd never agree to send just me or Azalea with him, they know how strong you are, and they must think they can handle you if they outnumber you."

"Esme, they can," Azalea said with worry. "You can't take on the whole guild. Who knows how many guys they'd bring?"

"This is not going to be a fight," Esme said, shaking her head. "I've said that twice already."

"Arick has been violent before," Azalea said. "Marcus, this can't be safe."

I was in a recliner, surprisingly relaxed about the whole thing. Brutus was at my side, my hand on his head.

"I've just about gotten used to not feeling safe," I said. "We all want this to be over. Maybe they want me to there to make sure I don't catch Arick by surprise again."

"And," Esme said, looking to each of us, "maybe I can't subdue half a dozen wizards. But I can keep Marcus out of harm's way if things go awry. Which they won't."

"We don't know what they want." Cassandra stood up, frustrated. "Arick left that out on purpose. You don't know what to be prepared for."

"This is a meeting," Esme said simply. "I'm going in order to find out. And Marcus has to be there, or nothing will get done."

Cassandra looked ready to scream. I stood up from the chair, putting a hand on her shoulder.

"It's okay," I said.

"I'm going to review the contract." Esme stepped away from the window. "We have to be there in less than an hour."

She left the living room, and both girls glared after her. I reached out and took Azalea's hand, pulling her in close so the three of us were together.

"I love that you're so worried about me," I told them. "But you should know that I'm not concerned."

"Marcus, I really like you." Cassandra stroked my cheek. "But that's stupid."

I held back a laugh.

"Don't you see the problems with this?" Azalea chewed at her lip. "We should be there. Just like, in secret."

"Esme said they would know," I recalled. "But look. Most of these magic experiments we did, I've been immune, right? Like eighty percent of the time?"

"Seventy-four percent," Cassandra murmured. "Generous rounding like that can get you killed. And we still don't know why it happens."

"I still like the odds," I responded. "If something happened, if...chances are good it'd bounce right off me. And Esme can get us out of there if we really need to."

Azalea sighed. I put my arms around both of them, pulling them in close.

"I wouldn't leave unless I was one hundred percent certain I was coming back," I said softly. "I wouldn't do that to you. Or to Brutus." The husky circled us, nuzzling his nose into Cassandra's hand.

"You're wearing the amulet, right?" Cassandra's voice was tight.

"Of course. Charged."

"I fucking hate this." Azalea put her head against my shoulder. "I'd rather fight them all than send you there just because they ask. I could really mess them up, you know."

She felt hot against me. I put my hand on the small of her back.

"I believe you," I said. "You can be pretty scary when you're angry."

"When have you seen me angry?" Azalea looked up at me.

"Right now," I said.

"Oh, this doesn't count." Azalea leaned against me again. "If I'm ever mad at you personally, like if you go to that meeting and get hurt, then you'll see how scary I am."

"And don't think I'll heal whatever she does to you," Cassandra said. She squeezed me. "Agh. If we keep doing this, I'm not going to want to let go."

The three of us separated slowly, and Cassandra poked her head around the corner to call for Esme in the dining room.

"We're not going to try to sneak to the meeting," Cassandra said to the raven-haired witch, who had a scroll curled up in one hand. "Just please be careful. We don't want you getting hurt either, Esme."

"Them splitting up the coven on this is messed up," Azalea said, wiping her eye. "Never again, okay? They get this one, and then I want to be done with these assholes."

"Never again," Esme agreed. "This is the olive branch, and we're going to resolve this and move on. That all said, I would like you two to watch Marcus's house and office while we're gone, in the event they plan to set something up there while we're distracted."

Azalea nodded. "Okay. We'll go there now."

"Thank you," Esme said, sincerely. "We'll be off to the meet soon."

"Stay vigilant," Cassandra said, touching me and Esme both. "And call us the moment it's over."

"My phone's on loud." Azalea tapped it in her jeans pocket.

The two of them drew their separate sigils, and they were gone.

"Are you worried?" I asked Esme.

"Usually," Esme responded. "But not tonight. There's one more thing I need from you before we go."

She held something out to me—Brutus's leash. "I want you to bring Brutus."

"You...what?" I took the leash, glancing over at the husky. "Why?"

"They didn't say not to bring a dog," Esme said, looking down at the dog as he came up to me, excited to see his leash since it usually meant a walk. "He won't be in danger."

"Sure, but I still don't understand," I said, thumbing the loop of the leash.

Esme met my eyes, reaching out her hand to put it on both of mine. "I just need you to trust me," she said.

She was intent, her dark brown eyes steady, her hand holding mine with a slight firmness. I could see the weight of the world on her in that moment, pushing down on her shoulders, everything in the past couple weeks building up to now.

I knew she was worried about her coven. About their work. And about me. I knew the decision to bring me to this meeting hadn't been an easy one. I knew she hadn't slept well since this had begun, and that she had coffee for breakfast and for lunch to keep going. And that even when Cassandra and Azalea were mad at her and didn't understand her decisions, they believed in her.

I hooked the leash to Brutus's collar, and Esme nodded in thanks.

She drew her sigil and brought us to the forest.
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The night was chilly, but the brisk air was nice. Except for a slightly lower temperature, this felt very much like the night I had first come across the coven in the woods. Still air, moonlight, and a night sky of deep azure and black dotted with stars.

Despite the beauty above us, Brutus was more concerned with sniffing the ground, and I gave him a little slack to explore. We were in the trees near the clearing's edge, where the coven had inscribed their sigil in the bark of a nearby tree. It was high up on the trunk; apparently a previous one had been scratched over by a bear when they'd set it too close to the ground, rendering it useless.

"You brought the contract?" I asked her, looking at the scroll.

"Never hurts to be prepared," Esme said. She let out a breath. "I have every word of this damn thing memorized by now, though. I suppose I just wanted something to carry. Come on."

I gave Brutus a gentle tug to get him moving in the right direction, and we left the tree line, walking into the clearing. Esme wore something like what she'd worn when I first saw her, which lent to the similarities between then and now; a cloak that wasn't quite a cloak, but nor was it a dress, black and made of layers of sheer fabric that came together to obscure the skin beneath. It opened toward the bottom of one leg, showing her calf, while the top flowed elegantly down her arms.

I was in jeans and a blue T-shirt with a grocery store's logo on it. The idea of dressing up hadn't even occurred to me. We'd made a few trips back to my place for stuff, but I had never grabbed anything nicer than work clothes.

"They may try to provoke you," Esme said to me as we strolled across the grass, "because they know you have a temper."

"If I have a temper, it's because they created it," I said.

"Regardless. Don't let them stir you. We're here to listen, and find a mutually beneficial solution to this...disagreement." Her face tightened on the last word, and I sensed she had a lot more to say about the guild, in caustic fashion.

But now wasn't the time. Arick was there, waiting, smiling as we approached.

He was as ugly as ever, rail-thin with red cheeks, a bald head and a wispy beard. He looked like he should be covered in wrinkles, but he wasn't. It was unsettling. He had on a darker cloak than last time, heavy fabric that was nothing like the beautiful piece Esme wore. It hid most of his frame and gave you the impression that he might have some meat on his bones if it weren't for his toothpick arms.

"Welcome," Arick said, that smile still on his face, and I didn't like it. "I am glad you're both here. And I see you...brought that dog along..."

Brutus looked at Arick but didn't growl, which was probably for the best. I met Arick's eyes and I didn't say anything. I could do Esme that favor, at least.

"And you've brought three of your men," Esme said, casting her eyes over the wizards standing a few feet behind Arick. "Any talented scribes among them, or are we sticking to the original contract?"

"Esme, my dear, I have a much simpler proposal for the two of you this evening." Arick reached into his cloak and pulled out a scroll. "It involves letting your coven keep the Staff of Montague and the Razale stone. Permanently."

I heard a gasp from Esme; small and subtle, but a gasp. And as we watched, Arick tore his scroll in half, dropping it onto the grass, where it caught fire and burned to ash. His copy of the contract, I presumed.

"The Thorne Guild will formally relinquish the artifacts to you under Erudition regulations, as a gesture of goodwill to a developing coven, and a thanks for contributing to our research."

I looked over at Esme, whose lips were parted. The shock on her face was apparent. I'd talked with the coven a bit about these artifacts, and while I somewhat grasped how big a deal this was, the look on Esme's face told me that I didn't understand even one-tenth of the gravity of this offer.

"I'm sure you realize how valuable this is to a fledgling coven like yours," Arick said, crossing his arms. "And while I don't have scribes with us here, the requisitions are already written up. They just need your signature before delivery."

Esme took in a measured breath through her nose. "I am waiting for what you're going to ask in return."

Arick's smile tightened, and his eyes flickered over from Esme to me.

"Simple," Arick said. "We want the human. Marcus."

I saw Esme set her jaw. "Explain."

"End your coven's protection of him, and he'll come with us," Arick stated. "I'm sure you three have tried to understand his enchantments, and if you'd made any progress in that regard, you wouldn't have brought him today."

Arick stepped forward. "You take the artifacts, study something that will advance your coven three or four tiers in Erudition, and open doors for you all. We take this man and divulge his enchantments for repurposing. Everybody wins."

"Not everybody," I said.

Arick whipped his head toward me. "I wasn't talking to you. You forfeited autonomy the moment you attacked me."

"Is that why you brought all this backup? Scared to face me again?" I clenched my fist around Brutus's leash.

"Marcus, that's enough," Esme said. "Arick, you're being unreasonable. I thought we were going to have a discussion."

"This isn't a discussion," Arick said, his eyes flashing. "This is a reputable guild master telling a lowly coven witch how a deal will go, and you shaking his hand and signing his fucking contract."

"You know I'm not signing anything," Esme said coolly. And maybe I did have a temper, because she was like ice, whereas I was ready to choke this guy out for talking to her like that. Even Brutus's hackles were up.

"Perhaps you're not clear on the alternative." Arick ground his boot into the ashes of the contract. "Refuse this deal, and the Legion learns everything about our little exchange. The Thorne Guild has paid Legion dues for a hundred and twenty years. We'll be slapped on the wrist, while you and your coven will be permanently stricken from the ledgers. Cassandra will lose all credibility. Azalea will likely be put in a cell for some time, with her history. You may even join her, though I doubt they'd house you together."

Esme said nothing.

"I know you would sacrifice yourself," Arick said offhandedly. "You have this thing in you that you think is nobility, when really it's just stubbornness and stupidity crammed together and painted over. But will you sacrifice your coven for this human you barely know?"

He pointed a crooked finger at me.

"Or will you give yourself and your friends the opportunity to become a highly-ranked, respected sisterhood sooner than most witches get access to their first ascendance artifact?"

I kept my mouth shut, but it wasn't easy. The three guys behind Arick were looking at me like I was a piece of meat, and god only knew what the hell they would do if they got their hands on me. It sure as shit wouldn't be anything like the gentle experiments the witches had run.

Cassandra, Azalea...I had promised them I wouldn't get hurt. This was why Arick had wanted only Esme here with me—he thought she was more likely to agree if Cassandra and Azalea weren't here to argue. I trusted Esme, but I had to think practically. What should she do, in her position?

Arick was right; she barely knew me. She had more to think about than me or even herself—the coven was under her leadership. All of their futures. Even if she could turn down the offer of the incredibly valuable artifacts, how could she be okay with sealing their fates for the worse? She would lose everything. They all would.

I couldn't let her do that. If I got out of here, if I made a run for it—maybe they wouldn't put it on her. They'd chase after me, and they'd leave the coven alone.

I looked at Esme, and she met my eyes. Her face was stone, but her eyes were wide, showing me that she was trapped. There was only one way for both of us to get out of this.

I reached for my amulet, tugging the chain and pulling it out of my shirt. If I could get to the haven, I could find that other amulet and get to my house.

"Marcus, no!" Esme cried, as I flipped it open with my thumb. I tried to reach the sigil with the same hand, but I couldn't, and my other hand was wrapped in Brutus's leash.

Before I could pull it free, Esme grabbed the chain and yanked, breaking the amulet off my neck. She looked at me in disbelief.

"Did you think I was going to give you up to them?" she asked me.

I shook my head, my heart pounding. "Of course not. But you shouldn't have to choose between me and your coven. Let me make a run for it, and then I'm not your problem."

"You are coven, Marcus." Esme handed me the amulet back. "Don't forget that."

I closed my hand around the amulet, warmth spreading through me, my throat feeling tight—but in a good way.

Esme turned back to the guild. "The deal is dead. I'll return your artifacts through Erudition myself. You overestimate their reprisal, Arick, and I don't fear it."

I expected Arick's face to go red, for him to say some more awful things, and to demand his expectations be met. But instead the wizard pointed a finger at me and sent out a bolt of blue energy with a murmur.

Esme cursed and swung her hand forward, and the attack shattered like glass against her palm. The grass around my feet sizzled, Brutus hopping backward.

"You piece of shit," Esme started, but Arick was laughing, pointing at me still.

"Look! Look!" Arick grinned maniacally. "The wake of it didn't affect him. Even with your counterspell, he should have been knocked six feet backward at least."

The wizards behind him murmured. Esme glanced down at the burned grass around me. I hadn't felt a damned thing, but I was ready to close in and punch this guy out again.

"Esme, don't be an idiot," Arick said, his eyes wide with awe. "This is for magical study and advancement for us all. You have a human who can withstand deadly magic with no explanation. This deserves the attention of a capable organization."

"The deal," Esme repeated, "is dead. If you lift one more finger toward him, I will cast first. After that, whoever is still alive can face me."

The laughter fell off of Arick, his brow growing heavy. "When I want this to come to blows, it will, witch. But I am a generous man, and I'll give you further courtesy you don't deserve. You have one week to come to your senses, give up the human, and get everything you and your coven ever wanted. Or you can remain stubborn, lose everything, and perhaps have the privilege of dying in the process."

Arick smiled, looking at me. "We'll get much better acquainted, dear Marcus," he said, and then he and his people were gone, leaving misty vapor behind.

Esme spat on the ground. "I'm not giving him his fucking artifacts back."
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Esme turned to me, looking me up and down. "You're not hurt. Not that I expected you to be, but it's still incredible to see."

"You blocked the spell, though," I said.

"As much as I could," Esme said, twisting her mouth. "I really didn't think he would...anyway, some got past, like he said. And you were just as immune as you usually are."

"Seventy-four percent of the time," I said, smiling. "Esme, you...thank you, for all of that. I would never ask you to hurt your friends for me, to put you all at risk. If I had known this would come to that, I would never have asked for help. I wouldn't have—"

"Stop." Esme put her hands on my shoulders. "Stop acting like you don't deserve to be helped. Or like you deserve what would happen if we weren't all working together for each other. You behave as though you're a burden, but you're not, Marcus, you're..."

Esme swallowed, and the emotion finally came out on her face, breaking through the stone she'd had to wear to stare down those thugs on her own. "You're one of the kindest, most earnest people I've ever met. You stand up for yourself and protect the people around you. You do the right thing even when you're scared. Zay and Cassie love you, and you've changed them in ways you don't even know. You've given them something to fight for. You've given that to all of us."

Esme smiled, softly, her eyes shining in the moonlight. "I like this. Caring about something besides cataloguing and deadlines. Caring about...someone."

My throat was tight again, making it hard to speak. Before this, I couldn't imagine that I was anything but a problem, something complicating their lives. But Esme didn't hold me like I was a puzzle to be solved. She held me like she didn't want me to leave. I understood that even if I had agreed to go with the guild, she would never allow it. That if I fled to try to save the coven, she would find me again so she could keep me safe.

I dropped the amulet to the ground, putting my arm around Esme and pulling her into me, kissing her, while the moonlight poured over us and the crisped grass rasped in brittle fashion beneath our feet.

Esme kissed me back, holding me tight. I felt all the tension in her body slowly release while she was up against me. And mine did too, until we were easy up against each other, fitting together, the lacy fabric of her clothing a pleasant rasp against my arms and chest.

"That was nice," Esme said, biting her lip before taking in a breath. "But we should—we have to get back. Tell Cass and Zay what's going on. Make a plan."

"Yeah," I said, my heart again pounding into my ribs. "Yeah, we should get back to the haven."

"Right," Esme said. "To the haven." She knelt down, picking up the amulet from the ground and handing it back to me. "Or maybe...I can just tell them we're okay. And that you and I are going to my place for a little while."

That warmth, filling me. Getting hotter.

"Yeah," I said. "I would like that. I would...love that."

She smiled, breathing a little harder. "Come on."

Flash. Back at the haven, Esme unhooking Brutus's leash. "Get some water, sweetie," she said, and the dog licked her hand before walking over to the kitchen. I set the amulet down on the dining room table while Esme quickly messaged Cassandra and Azalea. I didn't know exactly what she was saying to them, but I could picture both their faces lighting up in response. Azalea would probably pump her fist in the air.

But right now I was thinking about Esme, who grabbed both my hands and kissed me again.

"One more time," she said.

Flash.

We were in a warm bedroom with soft light from a lamp on a bedside table. Definitely not the haven. I saw dark red curtains, a vanity, and a dresser with...was that a stuffed giraffe?

More important was Esme, and she was where my attention went, my hands sliding over her hips as I pulled her close to me again.

"I like your hands on me," Esme said, smiling in the dim light. "You're strong."

"So you wouldn't mind if I did...this?" I bent my knees, wrapping up her legs and lifting her up into the air, my hands just beneath the curve of her ass. She gasped in surprise, but leaned against me as I carried her over to the bed and laid her down.

"I don't mind at all," she said, her hands coming up to my chest, fingers moving along my collarbone. "I...hell, Marcus, I really want you. But it's been a while for me. I'm not going to be as good as Cass or Zay."

The look on her face when she said that—it wasn't shameful. It was more curious.

"Do you think about that a lot?" I asked her, somehow already knowing the answer. "The two of them with me?"

Esme let out a breath while my hands moved up her legs, sliding beneath the airy fabric of her shirt.

"I do," she said, her stomach moving beneath my hands as she breathed. "A lot more...than I should."

I got up on the bed with her, leaning in close. "You know, they would really like that. But right now, I just want to focus on you and me. And I need you to explain how I get this shirt off of you."

Esme laughed, reaching behind herself to untie something that held the flowing fabric on her, and I was able to push it up, sliding it off her arms. I put my face into her neck, kissing her in the hollow of her shoulder as I slid my hands beneath her to unclasp her black lacy bra.

She cupped her breasts as I pulled her bra off. They were big and soft and perfect, with small, hard nipples just begging to be touched. I put my hands over hers and ran my fingers over her nipples, and she closed her eyes, biting her lip.

The clothes didn't last long, and the skirt on her waist was a much simpler affair than her shirt. But I lingered over her dark, silky panties, loving how they looked against the creamy skin of her legs. She was pale and beautiful and unbelievably sexy, lying there in just her underwear with my fingers gently hooked into the waistband.

"What are you waiting for?" Esme asked, opening her legs, her calves sliding along mine.

"Just trying to burn you into my mind," I told her, and I slipped her underwear down, lifting her legs to get them off. She sat up to pull up my shirt, her tits bouncing as she tugged it over my head and lay back down. Her eyes crawled over my body as took off my pants and let them fall to the floor.

I couldn't resist her any longer. I sank down between her legs, wrapping my hands around her thighs and dragging my tongue up her sweet pussy lips.

"Oh! Marcus..." Esme moaned, entwining her fingers in my hair. I felt her strength as she grabbed me, her other hand on her breast, pinching her nipple as I went down on her.

Her short, trimmed hairs rubbed against my face as I tasted her, diving my tongue into her before licking up to her clit and pulling it between my lips. She twitched beneath me, moaning.

"My fucking god," Esme cried, pushing her hips forward into me. "Right there Marcus, don't stop doing that, oh god—goddamn it, ah..."

I kept up my attentions on her clit and slipped a finger inside of her, then two. She was incredibly wet, and she took me inside easily, though she still gasped as my fingers worked her tunnel. I started gently at first, then curled them inside her as I sucked her clit, and she let out a scream before stopping herself.

She didn't need to tell me to keep going—I knew I was in exactly the right spot. I dug my fingers into her thigh and held her close to me, my tongue flicking at her clit, my fingers working inside of her, until I felt her breath halt and her pussy clamp down on me and her whole body vibrate as she came, shaking on the bedspread.

I kept my mouth working until she wrenched me away by the hair, her chest heaving, still holding one of her breasts while she looked down at me.

"I haven't cum like that in...years," she panted, locking eyes with me. "I need you to fuck me. Now."

"I can—"

Whatever possibly clever thing I was going to say got lost forever as Esme sat up and grabbed me by the shoulders. She turned us around on the bed before I even really knew what was happening. I shifted, sliding into her spot, and she shoved my shoulders down and climbed on top of me.

Esme straddled me, knees around my hips, and bent down over me. Her hair came down around both our faces, putting us into a tunnel of raven tresses where there was only room for two.

"If you don't mind," she said. "I like to be on top."

I put my hands on her hips. "You're really fucking hot up there."

Esme grinned, and then she pushed backward onto my cock and closed her eyes, letting it slide along her entrance without going in. It took everything in my power not to thrust upward, but I knew she just wanted to enjoy this. She savored the feeling of my hard shaft gliding along her lips for a few sweet, lingering motions, back-and-forth on top of me, her breasts swaying.

Then she stopped, and she tossed her hair back, leaning down into me and whispering in my ear.

"Put it in."

I shuddered at the words, goosebumps racing down my neck. I tilted my hips and I found her, and I held her tight as I pushed inside, slowly, both of our moans caressing each other's ears as she took me in and her tight, hot silkiness slid over me like a pulsing vice.

"Fuck, Esme, you feel good." I took her hips and I pushed her down onto me, and she sat up, sliding all the way down on my cock with her lips parted in utter bliss.

Her hips came up, then down, and all I could do was gasp in pleasure as she rode me. I had my hands on her, and I thrust upward when she came down, but she was in control, like her orgasm had unlocked the things inside of her that she'd been afraid to let out.

She grabbed me by one wrist and moved my hand to her clit. Still riding me, her tits bouncing.

"There. Just rub me...yes! Fuck, Marcus, just like that...and I'll..."

I worked her clit, her pussy slapping against me as she rode me hard, hard, harder. She leaned back, gripping my thigh with one hand while she pinched one of her stiff little nipples hard with the other.

I came inside of her, my orgasm creeping up on me and then knocking me over the head. I moaned and held onto her hip while I rubbed her clit and my cock throbbed, shooting everything I had up inside of her until it started leaking out.

"That's it, you cum in me, that's it," she panted, riding me hard and looking at me while she gasped for breath. "Don't stop rubbing...ah!"

Esme came again, dropping down on my cock and grinding, soaking in the pleasure for every moment before she relaxed and slowly lowered herself back down onto me.

We just caught our breath for a while. I stayed inside of her, rubbing her back, making note of each tiny movement her nipples made against my chest as she breathed.

"I've been awfully tense," Esme said, her head over my shoulder and her voice low. "This...really helps."

"Anytime," I said, reaching down to her ass and squeezing it. Her cheek fit perfectly in my hand. "Seriously. I'll go again right now if you want to."

"Oh. Think you can cum back-to-back like me?"

I mused. "Maybe in like, five minutes. No—three minutes."

Esme laughed lightly, pushing herself up with her hands on my chest and wiggling until I fell out of her. I grunted.

"Next time," she said, her eyes drifting like she was already thinking about it. She looked back at me. "Cass and Zay are going to be...excited, I suppose. They wouldn't stop dropping hints about you and me doing—well, this."

"Is this something you've done before?" I sat up on my elbows. "All been with the same guy?"

Esme shook her head. "It's new. It's different...but it's exciting. I like it." She rubbed her hand up my chest, going up to my neck. "I like you."

"I like you, too," I said, smiling. "I like like you."

"Your three minutes are up." Esme smacked me lightly on the cheek. "We should really go back to the haven now. After I clean up..."

"Oh, right." I sat up a little straighter so I could put my arms around her. "We're supposed to think of some kind of plan, right? To deal with these guild jerks."

"Something like that," Esme said. "Did you come up with any ideas?"

"No," I said, "but in my defense, I was very distracted."

"Mm." Esme stood up on the bed, looking down. She was like a sexy marble statue, towering over me where I lay, with a hand between her legs. "As amazing as this was, we can't let it get in the way of our business."

"I see." I raised an eyebrow, smirking. "So you must have been inspired with all manner of ideas while we were fucking?"

Esme grinned, stepping off the bed. "Fair point. We're better off brainstorming as a full group, at any rate. I'll be right back and we'll go."

I watched her slip out of the bedroom, getting a nice look at her firm ass and long legs as she glanced back at me before stepping out.

She had saved my life tonight. They all had, at this point. Azalea by finding me. Cassandra by healing me. Esme by fighting for me. I owed them everything, yet they'd never call in that debt. They just wanted to protect me. To protect the coven.

And I would do anything to keep them all safe.

To Be Continued...
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Moving to a new house is exciting. And a little scary.


Changing my life at 21 years old wasn't something I'd planned. But when I get a letter about inheriting a house in Claironde, Louisiana, I make the decision to head south...and I have no clue what's waiting for me.


This house is beautiful, but there's something wrong with it. It makes sounds that it shouldn't, and things move on their own. I'm freaked out, but I want to investigate, and that's how I begin to meet the beautiful women in Claironde who are just as interested in these paranormal happenings as I am.


There's Savannah, 33, the gorgeous and skeptic librarian with tight black curls and a keen eye for the right local legends. And Hazel, 35, the pretty blonde manager of the local antique shop, a spiritual woman who is very curious about otherworldly events. A chat over dinner leads us back to my new place...


...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?
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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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