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Chapter one


Ben woke up warm, cozily pinned in place, and for one disoriented second wondered who was trying to smother him. Then he opened his eyes and smiled as he remembered.

Raven was draped half across his chest with her black hair all over his shoulder and pillow, one bare thigh over his leg like she planned to keep him from escaping. Luna slept with her back tucked against his side, pale hair loose and cool against his arm. Sage had somehow claimed the rest of him from below, one hand spread over his stomach, cheek pressed to his ribs, one knee jammed possessively across his thigh. It was like he was trapped in the center of the world’s sexiest jigsaw puzzle.

It was still early enough that the room held that warm morning light before Baltimore woke up and got loud. The old ceiling fan clicked softly overhead, and Ben once again reminded himself that he needed to clean the blades. Somebody had kicked half the blankets down. Probably Sage. Somebody else had stolen most of them back. On second thought, that was also Sage.

Ben lay still for a while and let his thoughts wander. The last few days had trained him not to trust his first thought in the morning. There had been too many moments already where he woke up and had to remember that no, the impossible part was still true. Three witches had come through a portal into his living room. They were alive, safe, and now in his bed like they had always belonged there.

He almost laughed but kept it in so he wouldn’t wake anyone. His mind still felt too full for this early hour. Maybe even too full for this room. He looked at Raven's hand curled loosely over his sternum, at Luna's calm sleeping face, at Sage's fierce little frown even in sleep, and something in him tightened with a kind of frightened gratitude.

He wanted this. That was the part that still knocked the air out of him. Not just the sex, though he would have had to be dead not to appreciate the three gorgeous women tangled around him on a regular basis.

It was the ordinary part. The warmth of having these three women in his life. The fact that he could hear three different breathing rhythms in his room and none of them made the house feel invaded. The opposite, actually. It made the place feel used correctly. The way they filled his kitchen and how they stole half of his food. The way he no longer did anything alone.

He loved it. It took a moment to realize that he felt incredibly fulfilled. Satisfied.

Sage moved first. She nuzzled against his hip, frowned harder and even pouted a bit, and then finally opened one green eye.

"You're awake," she muttered.

"I was trying not to be," Ben whispered.

She lifted her head a little. Her red hair was wild, her face wrinkled with sleep in a way she would probably deny later. "Liar. You've got that look."

"What look?" Ben asked.

"The one where you're thinking too much," she said as she let her head fall back down on him. She closed her eyes again like she refused to wake up on general principle.

He smiled. "That’s a bit vague."

“Yeah,” Sage said, rubbing her eyes. “But it's accurate."

Raven made a sleepy sound and tightened her leg around his. "If there is talking," she said without opening her eyes, "someone had better be saying nice things about me."

"Of course we are," Ben said. “Boy, Raven sure has a pretty smile. There, see?”

Raven smiled. "Good."

Luna's eyes opened last. She blinked once, took in the knot of limbs and blankets with slow composure, and said, "Goodness. I appear to have lost access to my arm."

Sage looked down. "Oh, sorry. I'm on it."

"You are," Luna said with a slow smile.

Raven finally cracked one eye open and smiled at Ben, lazy and bright. "Well. Good morning, my husband."

Ben smiled and couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped him. Perhaps that word should have shocked him, but it just filled him with warmth.

Raven's grin widened immediately. "Okay, that didn’t quite get the response I was hoping for."

Ben just smiled back at her. “Let’s just say it’s not the worst thought in the world."

"She does that on purpose, you know," Sage said.

"I know she does," Ben said.

Luna shifted carefully and winced as feeling returned to whatever had gone numb. "Well, it was funny. But also kind of sweet. Maybe we should all start calling you that."

"You're encouraging her," Ben said.

"I am merely recognizing quality work," Luna replied.

Murphy chose that moment to slam himself against the bedroom door from the outside with a woof of urgent outrage. His nails skittered across the floorboards. Then came a second, more offended huff.

Sage dropped her forehead back to Ben's stomach. "Murphy got locked out of the room. He’s going to demand an apology."

"He's right," Raven said. "We’ve been selfish."

Murphy barked once, letting everyone know the deep betrayal he felt since it took them more than five seconds to attend to him.

Ben laughed for real this time. "Okay, okay. Everybody survives if I get up, right?"

"No," Raven said, tightening her arm and leg around him. "I object, utterly and completely."

"Do you object to the dog peeing on my floor?" Ben asked.

"I object to losing my pillow," Raven said as she snuggled her head against his chest even harder. “You’re a perfect pillow. Luna can clean up the dog pee later.”

“Hey!” Luna protested. She pushed herself up on one elbow, silvery-blonde hair falling over one shoulder. "Or, we could all get up. That would solve the matter."

Sage made a face. "Oh, that is just cruel. Why would you suggest something so terrible?"

Murphy barked again, then scratched at the door with increasing urgency.

Ben finally started untangling himself from the pile. It took a moment, and Raven protested dramatically. Sage clung on for a few extra seconds because, as she put it, she liked being difficult in the morning. It set the rest of the day up properly. Luna sat up with more dignity than anyone had a right to after sleeping in a heap of limbs.

The second Ben got one foot onto the floor, Murphy renewed his assault on the door.

"Alright, man, I hear you," Ben said as he approached.

He opened it and was immediately met by seventy pounds of wagging outrage. Murphy shoved past him, did an excited lap around the room, then launched himself at the bed to distribute forgiveness. Raven squealed and wrapped both arms around his neck. Sage grabbed his face and kissed the top of his head. Luna, smiling in that quiet way she had when something simply pleased her, scratched behind his ears until his back leg started kicking.

Murphy then turned to Ben and made a faint whining noise. Attention was nice, but he had other, more urgent matters to attend to in the back yard.

"I know," Ben told him. "It looks like we accidentally locked you out of the room last night. I’m sorry, buddy."

Ben pulled on a pair of pajama pants and headed downstairs with Murphy thudding after him. Halfway to the kitchen, he heard bare feet overhead and Raven calling that she was claiming first kiss rights before breakfast.

"You cannot have rights to everything," Luna said back.

"Yeah, but I can try!" Raven replied.

“I’ll fight you for it,” Sage said. “Well, that requires getting out of bed so maybe not.”

Ben hit the kitchen and stopped for a second with his hand on the counter.

Morning light came through the back window over the sink. His house looked lived in now. Four mugs drying on the rack. The black ribbon Raven had left tied around a cabinet pull. One of Luna's little folded paper bookmarks near the fruit bowl because she kept losing her place in whatever book she was reading and somehow also kept refusing to use receipts like a normal person.

He got the coffee machine going, then took out eggs, bread, bacon, potatoes, a tomato, and the little bundle of green onions he had bought yesterday. Cooking settled him. It always had. But first, he had to take care of Murphy.

He let the excited dog out into the small backyard, waiting for him to circle and smell everything before finally relieving himself. Murphy wagged his tail happily and trotted back up the rear stairs when he was done, then followed Ben into the kitchen.

After that, Ben grabbed his cutting board and knife. By the time the women came downstairs, the kitchen already smelled like bacon and onions in butter. Murphy sat near the stove vibrating with hope. Ben casually reminded him that onions were bad for dogs.

Raven arrived first, barefoot and wearing one of his black T-shirts. It ended at her upper thigh, leaving only modesty to the imagination. She came straight to him, looped her arms around his waist from behind, and kissed the side of his neck.

"There," she said. "My rights have been exercised."

"You have a very flexible understanding of kitchen kiss law," Ben said with a chuckle.

"I'm a witch. We prefer older systems. I got here first so you’re mine for the next thirty seconds." She squeezed him hard, attaching herself to him like a barnacle for a bit, then laughed and released him.

Luna came in next, also wearing one of Ben’s black t-shirts. As she was taller, the bottom of the shirt ended at a spot that was about one inch away from being incredibly revealing. She walked directly to the coffee maker and smiled when she saw Ben had already started it.

"I still maintain," she said, peering into the carafe, "that this is one of the greatest achievements of your civilization."

"Coffee?" Ben asked.

"Coffee made so easily," Luna said. "And in three minutes, while I’m still half asleep. It’s a miracle, really."

Sage wandered in last, rubbing one eye, wearing black panties and one of Ben's old Orioles shirts. The hem barely covered anything and definitely not her voluptuous ass, and she did not seem troubled by that in the slightest. She went straight to the pan, tried to steal a piece of bacon, and got her wrist lightly slapped away with the spatula.

"Hey," she said, shooting him a warning glare.

"Sit down and wait like the others," Ben said. “I’ll be done soon.”

"I was helping," she said, giving him a scowl so fake it was almost cartoonish.

"You have to wait like the rest," Ben said. “If you steal too much from the pan, I can’t cook anything.”

She shrugged. "I'm hungry."

Ben pointed with the spatula. "To the table. All of you. Breakfast will be done soon."

Raven looked delighted. "He's bossy this morning."

"Only because none of you can be trusted when I cook, apparently," Ben replied, turning back to his cooking.

"That is fair," Luna said, pouring coffee for everyone.

The four of them moved around each other with only a little chaos now. A week ago it would have felt crowded. This morning it felt practiced, even with Raven leaning against his shoulder every chance she got and Sage openly scouting the pan for an opening.

Ben fried the potatoes until their edges crisped, folded eggs into soft curds, cut thick slices of toast, plated everything, then added tomato and green onion because he knew Luna liked brightness with heavy food. He put the plates down in front of them one by one.

Sage stared at hers. "You keep feeding us like we're royalty. I feel like a queen every time you cook for us."

Ben sat at last. "Pretty sure royalty had worse kitchens. Modern kitchens are pretty incredible when you think about it."

Raven took a bite, closed her eyes, and made a low pleased sound. "If you ever leave us," she said, "I will curse you so that all of your toes disappear and you can’t walk anymore. Your fingers, too. I’m claiming your cooking as our sacred right from now on."

"I'm not going anywhere," Ben told her with a smile.

Raven reached across and touched the back of his hand with her fingers and puckered her lips briefly. He leaned over and kissed her. Sage picked up a piece of bacon and pointed it at him.

“Good,” she said. “Because I'd set something on fire. Possibly you."

"Threats of arson," Ben said. "Very healthy relationship stuff."

"I contain multitudes," Sage said, then stole a piece of potato off his plate anyway. She chewed, unrepentant, and shrugged. "You cooked it in my vicinity. That makes it free game."

Luna took a slow sip of coffee. "I believe that is not how ownership works."

Raven had already leaned over to filch a bit of egg from Ben's plate too. "It is now."

Ben looked at all three of them, then at his increasingly raided breakfast. "So I'm being looted by beautiful bandits."

"You say that," Raven said, "as if it is bad."

"It's not," he admitted.

Murphy, wanting to join in the fun of breakfast, rested his chin against Ben's leg and sighed theatrically.

"You too?" Ben asked, looking down at him.

Murphy sighed again. His tail wagged a few times.

“I’ll get you something after breakfast, buddy,” Ben said, reaching down to rub the top of his dog’s head. “We have plenty of time before work.”

Nighttime Oddities was only a job in the practical sense. In the emotional sense it was proof that this strange mess could become a life. Jolene had hired all four of them, somehow without making it weird, and the store gave structure to what had been one long stretch of hiding and improvising. They would walk there together, work there together, come home together. The simplicity of those actions helped solidify this dream Ben was living. Plus, paying bills helped.

"Anyone else want some?" he asked.

Raven shook her head. Luna thought for a moment, then shook her head as well. Sage reached across the table and stole another potato from his plate with her fork.

“Hey!” Ben said.

“You aren’t here to defend your food, so it’s free game,” Sage said as she popped the bite into her mouth. She grinned at him defiantly.

Ben laughed, then poured coffee into his mug. He set it down and turned around, leaning against the counter and watching the three beautiful witches for a moment.

“Okay, what’s going on?” Raven asked.

“You’re doing that thing where you overthink everything,” Luna said calmly.

Sage stole another potato.

“I’m just happy,” Ben said, sipping his coffee and shooting Sage a warning look. “I like this life we’re building, and I really want to make sure I don’t mess this up.”

Ben rubbed a thumb over the handle of his mug and thought about his words, about how to say them. How to describe what he felt.

"Last night was great. This morning's great. You're all here in my life now and we have jobs and a routine, and part of my brain keeps waiting for something to break because that's usually how life works."

Sage crossed the kitchen while he set his coffee mug down, then wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her face against his chest hard enough to wrinkle his shirt.

"Idiot," she muttered in a mostly affectionate voice.

Raven joined a second later, sliding in at his side, her hand settling flat between his shoulders. Luna rose more slowly, but when she reached him she tucked herself against his other arm and rested her temple there. Suddenly he had all three of them around him in the middle of his kitchen while coffee steamed on the counter and Murphy sat at their feet looking pleased with the household.

"You do not have to trick happiness into staying, you know," Luna said quietly.

Raven nodded against him. "We’re yours, Ben. We’ve tied our future to yours, so we’re stuck here with you."

Sage squeezed him tighter. "You keep us warm, fed, and safe. We'll handle the rest."

He put one hand on the back of Sage's head and the other around Raven's waist. He turned his head and kissed Raven's hair, then Luna's temple, then the crown of Sage's head.

"All right," he said. "Then we're doing this properly."

Raven leaned back enough to look up at him. "Define properly."

"We eat. We get dressed. We take Murphy on a short walk. Then we go to work and charm Baltimore one person at a time."

Sage grinned. "That does sound proper. Especially since we make a lot of money there."

Luna's mouth curved into a smile. "A rigorous plan."

Raven lifted one brow. "And after work?"

Ben looked at her. Looked at all of them, really. Their bed-messed hair, sleepy eyes, his shirts hanging off their bodies like they had already claimed half the house by way of his clothes.

"After work," he said with a shrug, "we come home."

Murphy barked once, loudly, because no human moment of significance should go unpunctuated by a dog who needed to go outside again.

Ben groaned. "Okay, yes, you too. You're part of the plan."

Sage finally let him go and smacked his ass on the way back to the table. Raven stole one more kiss. Luna reclaimed her coffee.

“We should all shower after this,” Raven said.

Ben heard her, but didn’t think anything of the comment. He picked up Murphy's leash from the hook by the back door and smiled despite himself. For the first time in a long time, routine did not feel like monotony. It felt like building something real, substantial, and incredibly satisfying.


Chapter two


By the time breakfast was gone and the coffee had disappeared into everyone except Sage, the kitchen had shifted from sleepy-soft to playful chaos.

Murphy had been let into the backyard again, although he still wanted a walk. Sage had stolen from Ben's plate a third time and insisted it was her sacred right. Raven had somehow ended up seated sideways in her chair with one leg tucked under her, watching Ben with that bright look that usually meant he was about to be bothered about something.

Ben was rinsing pans at the sink when Raven came up behind him and slid both arms around his waist again.

"You are avoiding an important question," she said.

Ben set a skillet on the drying rack. "Is this about who stole my potatoes? I already know who stole most of those." He glanced over at Sage and she stuck her tongue out at him.

"No,” Raven said. “Although I maintain those became community property, just like everything else you cook."

"Of course you do,” Ben said to her.

Her mouth brushed the back of his shoulder through his T-shirt. "The shower."

That got Luna's attention from the table immediately. She looked over her coffee mug with one eyebrow slightly raised, like she already knew exactly where this was going and was curious how everyone would react.

Sage did not even look up from petting Murphy. "Oh, I have some ideas about that."

"I had no doubt," Ben said.

Raven squeezed him briefly. "We all wish to wash ourselves in the shower."

"That is generally how showers work, yes," Ben said. “We become dirty, we get in the shower and—”

"Together," Raven said.

Ben dried his hands, then turned around to face her. She stayed right there in front of him, looking up at him with her big blue eyes and a pouty little smile that made his heart melt.

"Okay," he said. "Let's be realistic."

Raven frowned. "I am realistic. Realistically, I want in that shower with all of you."

Luna set down her mug. "The shower is too small for all of us."

Raven frowned at her. "Traitor."

Luna shrugged. “But I’m right.”

Ben crossed his arms. "Thank you, Luna."

Raven pouted and glanced at them both. "I hate when facts win."

Ben laughed before he could help it. He looked from one of them to the next and, with painful clarity, pictured exactly what would happen if they all tried to crowd into that shower at once. Elbows. Wet hair in somebody's mouth. One of them slipping. His cheap shampoo caddy flying off the wall and spilling everything.

Also, and this was part of the problem, the image was not helping him be sensible. The thought of all of them naked in the shower together… Yeah, that was a nice thought.

Raven noticed at once, smiling as her hand gently rubbed the front of his shorts.

"Oh," she said softly. "You are thinking about it."

"Yeah, I am,” Ben admitted. “But also wondering how long it would take for one of us to slip and bust a knee or break something."

"That’s decidedly less fun,” Raven said.

Sage stood, came over, and planted herself at his side. "I think we could do it if nobody minded some strategic stacking."

"Uh, strategic stacking," Ben repeated.

She shrugged. "I'm just saying. It could be done."

Luna rose more gracefully, carrying her mug to the sink. "If anyone falls and cracks her head open, I refuse to explain that to the doctors Ben would take you to."

Raven snapped her fingers and the air swirled above them. “Ah, but we can heal with magic. That automatically makes it safe.”

Luna smiled and struggled to contain her laugh.

Murphy, sensing a group event that did not currently include him, wedged himself between their legs and looked up inquiringly. Sage bent down automatically to scratch his neck. Raven stayed where she was, but Ben felt her fingers flex against his back before she let go of him.

She stepped away and reached for the black ribbon tied to the cabinet pull. She untied it, looped it around her fingers, then began tying it in a neat little knot around her hair.

Ben understood that the whole shower situation was more about closeness than the shower itself. It certainly wasn’t about saving water, either. The witches wanted to feel love and intimacy somewhere other than the bedroom.

Ben leaned a hip against the counter. "Okay, let’s figure out a compromise."

Raven's eyes lifted to his face. "That word rarely leads anywhere sexy."

"It can if you believe in teamwork," Ben said.

Luna glanced down at Sage’s ass, making no effort to hide that she was checking her out.

“I like teamwork,” Luna said.

Sage snorted, then shook her hips and winked at Luna. Luna reached out and grabbed onto Sage’s ass, looking like the happiest woman in the world. For that matter, Sage looked like she enjoyed it, too.

Ben pointed upstairs. "Two people at a time, maximum. Otherwise someone is going to slip and fall."

Sage immediately pouted. "Rude," she said.

"It's not my fault, it’s the size of the shower," Ben said. "Take it up with whoever built the house."

They all stood there looking at each other. The brief moment of silence stretched out several seconds, then longer.

"Raven goes first with me," Ben said.

Sage's pout deepened. "You’re biased."

Ben scoffed. "You stole from my plate the most."

"That was unrelated!" Sage protested.

"Then after that," Ben went on, because if he paused they would derail him, "Luna and Sage can have the bathroom to themselves. No fighting, no flooding the floor, and if I hear a crash I'm coming up there with a mop and a lecture."

Sage considered. "Do I still get attention?"

Ben reached out and caught her wrist, tugged her a little closer, then kissed her forehead. "Yes. You always get my attention, my dear."

She looked up at him, mutinous for half a second, then melted around the edges despite herself. "Fine."

Luna touched Sage's lower back gently. "We will endure. I believe in you."

Raven's mouth curved into a smile, but there was something softer under it now. "How magnanimous of you, my love."

Ben held out his hand to her. "You coming or are you going to keep terrorizing that ribbon?"

She blinked once, then glanced down like she had not realized what she was doing. A tiny flash of embarrassment crossed her face. It was gone fast, buried under the grin she put on next, but he saw it.

"Well," she said, hooking the ribbon back in place, "when you invite me upstairs like that, I feel almost respectable."

"You shouldn’t,” Ben said. “It would be off brand."

She laughed and took his hand.

As he led her toward the stairs, Sage called after them, "If you use all the hot water, I'll curse your socks and fill them with ants. And then set you on fire."

Raven looked back over her shoulder. "You'd only curse his socks because you know where they live."

"I know where all your things live," Sage shot back. “Ants in everything!”

Luna sighed into her coffee. "Our household has become very threatening before nine o'clock."

Ben took Raven upstairs with Murphy trying to follow until Sage distracted him with a suspicious amount of leftover bacon. The bathroom was exactly as unglamorous as he remembered. White tile that had once been bright, claw-foot tub hidden behind a cheap shower curtain, a mirror that had witnessed too many rushed work mornings and now had to witness this.

Raven closed the door behind them and leaned against it, looking at him with a bit of sultriness in her gaze.

The room suddenly felt quiet around them. Pipes clicked softly in the walls. Downstairs, Ben could faintly hear Sage saying something indignant and Luna answering in that calm voice she used when she was one breath from laughing.

Ben turned on the water and tested it with his hand. He had to wait a moment for it to warm up. Having the right temperature was key to a good shower, after all.

Raven came up behind him this time, sliding both palms under his shirt to his stomach. Her touch was warm. Possessive in a way she made look playful even when it was not entirely play.

"Thank you," she said.

He looked at her in the mirror. "For what, exactly?"

"For not pretending I was only arguing about soap," she replied.

Ben turned around fully then. Her hair fell glossy and dark over her shoulders, wild from bed and beautiful enough to make his chest go a little tight. She was like some masterpiece work of art, a dark angel created by some deity. Her beauty was simply stunning at times.

"You don't have to win every argument in this house to get what you want," he said. “I’m here for all of you equally. Nothing has to be a competition.”

Her expression shifted, just a little. That fast deflection in her eyes flickered, then settled.

"I know," she said, but it came out too quickly.

He stepped closer. "Do you?"

She smiled, but he sensed her walls were going up. "Ben Ford, are you implying I am emotionally transparent in manipulative little ways?"

Ben shrugged. "I'm implying you wanted time with me."

"I always want time with you," Raven said.

"Yeah." Ben smiled at her. He let that sit for a bit, then reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "And I wanted you to know I got it."

Raven looked at him like she'd been caught doing something much more serious than flirting. Her mouth parted, then closed again. For once she did not have a quick line ready.

So Ben kissed her before she could go hunting for one. He felt her immediately smile against his lips, then her tongue came out and pressed against his. He took her in his arms, while Raven’s hands moved up to his shoulders. She made a soft moan into his mouth.

When he drew back, her eyes were fixed on him.

"Well," she said, voice a little uneven, "that was annoyingly effective."

He smiled. "Good."

She touched his face, thumb brushing his jaw. "You are dangerous when you get all simple and sincere."

"I'll try to be more toxic in the future," Ben said with a grin, then winked at her and pecked her on the lips.

The shower curtain slid on its rings as he pulled it aside. Steam had started to gather. Raven pulled off her borrowed shirt and stepped in first, laughing when the water hit too cool, then yelping when it warmed too fast.

"Your house has very dramatic plumbing," she said, covering herself with her hands for a moment.

"My house is doing its best," Ben replied as he stripped his clothes off. Raven watched, clearly interested as he pulled his pants down.

He joined her, and yes, the shower was small. It was immediately clear that even two was a negotiation. Raven plastered herself against him on purpose and made no effort to hide that she found the situation delightful. Her wet hair stuck to his chest and shoulders. The vanilla scent of his soap mixed with her darker floral shampoo until the whole bathroom smelled like clean skin and something nocturnal.

"This proves my case," she said, reaching around him for the soap. "There is room."

"There is not," Ben said, watching as she smooshed her massive breasts against him in the process. He was, of course, rock-hard after all that. “But I’m not complaining.”

She laughed so hard she had to brace a hand on the tile to avoid falling.

Raven was a tease in the best of ways. She took her time washing him, soaping up her hands and stroking his shaft for quite some time while kissing him deeply.

When it was his turn to wash her she turned around, constantly pushing her plump ass against his crotch while he massaged shampoo through her hair. She let out a faint moaning sound as he worked conditioner into her black waves.

At one point, Ben’s soap-covered penis was firmly planted between those incredibly round cheeks of hers as he scrubbed her hair. Raven particularly enjoyed that part. She turned back to face him and threw her arms around him, kissing him deeply while he held onto her soft waist.

They eventually broke their kiss and then it was Raven’s turn to wash his hair. Of course she did it with her massive breasts pressed against his back. Regardless of the amount of space inside the shower, she always made sure her body was pressed against his.

By the time they were done, Ben had shampoo in one eye and Raven looked pleased down to her bones. She wrapped herself in one of the black towels the witches had started quietly claiming as theirs and stood at the mirror squeezing water from her hair. After using a bit of magic to mostly dry her hair, she reached for the ribbon again. She tied it carefully around a loose section of damp black hair, then met his eyes in the mirror.

"Thanks for the lovely shower," she said quietly, giving him a smile.

Ben scrubbed a hand over his wet face, then grabbed a towel. "The pleasure’s all mine."

Her smile remained. “And thanks for playing along when I get needy.”

Ben leaned over and kissed her full lips. “You being needy tends to result in fun things happening, darling.”

She grabbed onto him and squeezed, then gave him a quick kiss on the lips. "I can live with being dramatic if you keep being like this."

"Bossy and worried about plumbing?" Ben asked.

"Mine," she said, as if that answered everything. She smiled and squeezed him hard.

A knock came at the door.

“Hey!” Sage called out. “Are you guys done yet? You’re taking forever in there.”

Raven called back, "Jealousy ruins your complexion!"

"My complexion is perfect!" Sage fired back. “As is my carefully measured amount of jealousy!”

Luna's calmer voice floated up behind her. "Please remember we also require hot water."

Ben looked at Raven. Raven looked at him. Both of them laughed. They dried off quickly, then opened the door so the others could come in. Kisses were exchanged in every direction; each woman took a turn with Ben, then the women kissed each other. It turned into a bit of a tangled mess, especially when it was clear Luna was quietly taking two turns with everyone. Not that anyone minded.

"How much hot water did you leave us?" Luna asked suspiciously with her arms still wrapped around Raven.

"Enough if you don’t set up camp in here," Ben said.

She narrowed her eyes. "No promises."

Luna leaned forward and gently kissed Raven for a moment, resting her hand along the other woman’s cheek. Raven smiled against her lips, both hands squeezing Luna as they kissed.

“That’s your third kiss with her,” Sage said, frowning slightly. “I demand extra attention.”

Luna glanced over at her, looking her up and down. “I’m pretty sure I can oblige you.”

Raven left and went into the bathroom in her towel, freshly washed and somehow smug and soft at the same time. Ben pulled on jeans and a black t-shirt. He could hear drawers opening and hangers shifting as she selected her next outfit behind him.

Once he had some clothes on, he turned and kissed Raven, purposely interrupting her as she tried to get dressed. They giggled and laughed, but suddenly paused as they heard Sage loudly moaning in the shower.

“Well, now I’m jealous,” Raven said. “Sage gets her pussy eaten and I just get my hair lathered up. This definitely isn’t fair.”

They kissed and teased each other for a few minutes before getting dressed. From the sound of things, Luna got three more orgasms out of Sage in the shower. Raven kept shooting Ben glances that suggested she wanted the same treatment next time.

They finally went downstairs and waited on the others. Luna and Sage giggled so much as they got dressed that Ben truly wondered if they were even getting dressed.

By the time everyone came back downstairs, they were well on their way to getting ready. Black sundresses on all three women, each one somehow different on them. Raven's clung and stretched over her chest and hips. Luna's looked elegant without trying. Sage's fit everywhere except over her ass, which the dress clearly regarded as an engineering challenge.

Ben grabbed his keys, his wallet, then paused long enough to crouch and clip Murphy's leash on for a quick walk around the block before they headed to work.

At the door, Raven slid her hand into his and gave it one squeeze. Ben squeezed back and gave her a smile. Then he opened the door, and the four of them stepped out together into the Baltimore morning.


Chapter three


The block smelled like the early morning in a big city, which was a blend of many things both good and bad. Car exhaust, early dew, and somebody frying onions too early to be decent.

Ben locked the front door and double checked it out of habit. Murphy sat on the stoop beside him, tail sweeping hard against the concrete while the women gathered themselves in the narrow patch of morning sun.

Raven had one hand on her hip, black sundress fluttering above her knees in the light breeze, dark hair still damp at the ends. Luna stood beside her with a kind of accidental elegance that made even a simple dress look chosen by committee and blessed by moonlight. Sage was a step behind them, tugging at the hem of her own black sundress with a scowl.

Ben smiled at her. The dress fit her everywhere it could. It just clearly had feelings about the rest of the job, specifically at the back.

Sage caught him looking and narrowed her eyes. "Don't start."

"I didn't say anything," Ben replied.

"Your face said something," she shot back.

Ben shrugged. “All I’m thinking is that in my next life, I’d like to be reincarnated as one of your dresses.”

Sage rolled her eyes. Raven burst out laughing. Luna hid a smile behind her fingers. Sage looked down at herself, then back up at Ben like she wanted to stay annoyed but had to fight a grin first.

"Oh, I guess it's fine," Sage said. “I just get self-conscious about my butt sometimes.”

Then she cracked her knuckles, one hand and then the other, and glanced down the street.

Ben clipped Murphy's leash shorter and watched a delivery truck rumble past the corner. A woman in scrubs hurried by with a Dunkin' cup and gave them all one quick curious look before moving on. Across the street, an old guy watering his little strip of front plants paused for half a second, took in Ben plus three women in black sundresses, and gave a quick nod of appreciation.

"You good?" Ben asked.

Sage shrugged.

"You know, that answer has never convinced anybody in human history," Ben said.

"I'm fine," she insisted, then glanced down at her dress. "It's just... this thing keeps trying to crawl up me like it has somewhere better to be."

Raven stepped closer and smoothed the fabric over Sage's hip with open admiration. "That is because your ass has declared its independence from the tyranny of things such as underwear and clothing."

Luna nodded with calm seriousness. "It is a garment failure, not a body failure. Trust me, there is nothing wrong with your body."

Sage snorted despite herself. "You two are ridiculous."

"We’re also correct," Raven said.

Murphy leaned into Sage's leg. She automatically bent to scratch behind his ears, and some of the tension went out of her shoulders. Ben watched her fuss at the dress again, though less this time.

"Ready?" he asked.

Murphy huffed in anticipation and they all set off. They headed down the block together, walking in a tight group.

He liked walking with them more than he'd expected. A car would have been faster, easier in some weather, useful once they started carrying bags or groceries. But walking let the morning settle around them. It was a simple thing that helped make their silly little life feel a bit more real, a bit more concrete.

Ben still struggled sometimes with just how ridiculous life had become since these women had arrived via living room portal. Little things like walking the dog helped with that. Raven drifted near his left shoulder, Luna watched everything with quiet interest, and Sage brushed close enough on his right that her arm bumped his every few steps.

The rowhouses along the street wore their age openly. Painted steps, cracked brick, iron railings. Little fenced rectangles pretending to be front yards. Somebody had a plastic skeleton left over from Halloween still sitting on a stoop in a Ravens scarf, which felt more lazy than witty. A bus groaned past at the avenue, making the shelter advertisement shiver in its frame.

Raven tilted her face toward the sun and smiled at the warmth. "I still love that your city smells like ten different meals at once."

"That is because everyone here is cooking through something," Ben said.

"What does that mean?" she asked.

Ben shrugged. "It means if you're mad, you fry something. If you're sad, you bake. If your cousin comes over, you make enough for twelve people and pretend it was a happy little accident."

Luna smiled. "That seems healthy."

"It is healthier than Craig's management style," Ben quipped.

Sage made a face. "I'm still glad you quit. I was ready to turn his blood to acid, and then set him on fire."

Ben chuckled. "Yeah, I was done with that."

Murphy paused at a lamppost to conduct serious business. While he sniffed, a pair of teenage boys on the opposite sidewalk slowed down, very obviously looking at the women while nudging each other and pointing. Ben felt the very moment that Sage saw them staring. Her body changed, not much, just enough. Shoulders set, jaw tightened, her frown growing deeper.

One of the boys muttered something to the other with a grin Ben didn't like. They were just being teenage dipshits, but he didn’t like it when anyone disrespected women.

Raven saw it and looped her arm through Sage's at once, bright and effortless. "Come on, darling. If lesser minds can’t handle your beauty, that is not your problem."

Luna moved in on Sage's other side without a word. Just there, close, calm, making a little wall out of kindness and black cotton.

Ben stepped between the women and the boys and gave them a quick, hard stare. Not much, just enough for them to realize that he saw what they were doing. The boys looked away and started riding their bikes again in a hurry. Then the five of them kept walking.

Sage let out a breath. "I hate that. People can be so rude at times. Their mothers should have taught them better."

"I know," Ben said.

She kicked lightly at a loose bottle cap on the sidewalk. "Stupid way to leave the house. Put on a dress, suddenly every idiot thinks he's part of the event."

Raven squeezed her arm. "For the record, you are an event."

"That's not helping," Sage said.

Luna glanced at Sage. "Don’t let the idiots steal your happiness, my dear."

Sage looked from Luna to Raven, then to Ben. He kept his face open and let her decide.

Finally she huffed a laugh. "Sorry. Next time I’ll just turn their hair to slime and their ears into feral raccoons."

Raven leaned in and kissed the side of her head, fast and affectionate. "That’s my girl."

Sage barked out a laugh and most of her stiffness left her. Luna reached down as they walked and briefly patted Sage's ass with clear fondness.

Sage looked scandalized. "You are impossible."

Luna's expression stayed serenely innocent. "No, your ass is impossibly gorgeous. I’m just here to appreciate it."

Ben laughed. Raven immediately did the same on Sage's other side, giving her a quick squeeze at the curve of her hip.

"Excellent point, actually," Raven said. “It really is a work of art.”

"Oh, absolutely not," Sage said, but she was grinning now.

Ben, because he was only human and because she gave him one challenging look over her shoulder that felt like permission disguised as threat, reached out and grabbed her ass, then gave it a quick squeeze.

Sage jumped and laughed. "You too?"

"Couldn’t help it," Ben said.

"You're all ganging up on me," Sage insisted, but she was smiling now.

"Yes," Luna said with a nod. “More specifically, we’re ganging up on your ass.”

Sage paused. “That could be a fun time.” She shot a rather sultry smile over her shoulder at Ben, then gave a carefree laugh and kept walking.

By the time they reached the busier stretch near the avenue, Sage’s mood was much better. People looked, because of course they did. Ben was used to Baltimore looking at whatever crossed its path with open curiosity and then deciding whether it was worth a comment.

Most of the comments this morning stayed private. A woman waiting outside a corner deli smiled at Raven's dress and got a bright compliment back on her eyeliner. A guy unloading bread trays outside a bakery gave Ben a little salute that clearly meant good luck with all that, brother, and Ben had to bite back a laugh.

Murphy trotted like he had personally assembled this parade. He was quite proud of his pack.

They cut past a mural bright with blue crabs and black-winged birds. Someone had tagged a little cartoon ghost into the corner since Ben last came this way, and Luna slowed to stare at it.

"That seems cheerful," she said.

"It's Baltimore," Ben said. "Everything's a little haunted, but in a neighborly way."

Raven smiled at that. Sage bumped her shoulder into his.

"You really like these walks, don't you?" Sage asked.

Ben looked at them. Black dresses, city sidewalk, Murphy's leash in his hand, the store only a few blocks ahead.

"Yeah," he said. "I really do."

Sage's ever-present frown softened into the faintest smile. "Good."

Raven pointed ahead. "Oh hey, we’re almost there."

Nighttime Oddities sat halfway down the next block between a vape shop and a narrow storefront selling used records and old stereo parts. Its black-painted sign with silver lettering looked cooler in daylight than it had any right to. The front windows held a rotating display of velvet, candles, fake skulls, silver jewelry, and one raven statue Jolene insisted drew people in.

Ben could already see the OPEN sign glowing red inside. He checked his phone out of habit, making sure they weren’t late. A text from Jolene had come in three minutes ago, but he had been too focused on Sage’s ass to realize.

You guys aren’t late. I just got here really early.

Ben snorted.

"What are you laughing at?" Raven asked.

"Jolene," he said, and read the text out loud.

Luna smiled, as she often did.

Sage rolled her eyes with affection she would never admit was affection. "She's weird. But I like it. And her."

"She's our weird boss," Ben said.

Raven straightened her dress, then reached over and fixed the sleeve of his black T-shirt for no reason except she liked touching him. Luna smoothed one hand over her own hair. Sage glanced at the shop windows, at their reflections caught there together, and for the first time since leaving the house Ben saw her really look at herself without flinching from the attention.

Black dress, red hair, chin up, eyes defiant. She looked hot enough to start a small fire and mean it.

Ben stepped closer and slipped an arm around her waist, then kissed her on the cheek. “Told you that you were gorgeous."

Sage looked at him from the corner of her eye and grinned.

"Yeah," she said. "Maybe you did."

Ben reached for the door and held it for everyone. He looped the end of the leash several times around the door knob to hold Murphy in place.

Inside, through the dark glass, he could see Jolene moving behind the register in a sweep of black hair and sharper black fabric, arranging something in the front display with the practiced motions of a woman that did it daily.

The other women walked in and he followed.


Chapter four


The bell over the door gave its low, haunted little ring as Ben stepped into Nighttime Oddities, and the first thing that hit him was the smell.

Candles, incense, fabric, a faint sweet trace of patchouli, and the cold metallic note of jewelry displays. It smelled like a Victorian widow had opened a profitable side hustle.

The second thing was Jolene.

She was behind the front counter in a fitted black dress with a neckline she had once described as just a bit playful. The reality was she showed more cleavage than even Raven, and she was a rather top-heavy woman so the view was simply incredible. Her long black hair spilled over one shoulder while she adjusted a display of silver rings with two lacquered nails, tapped the edge of the little price stand, then looked up at them like she'd been expecting a procession.

"Hey, there you are," she said. "My beautiful witchy employees and the poor man legally responsible for them."

Raven smiled at once. "You say that like he lost a court case or something."

"I assume he did," Jolene said with a shrug.

Sage snorted. Luna gave Jolene a small graceful smile. Ben just shook his head and closed the door behind him, making sure to keep an eye on Murphy.

"Thanks for calming us with the text,” Ben said. “For a moment I wondered if we had all overslept.”

Jolene spread her hands. "Just doing my best."

“You look incredible this morning,” Sage said to her.

“As do you,” Jolene said back. “Just like you do every day.” They shared a smile.

The store looked good. Better than good, actually. The black shelving along the walls was full of new merchandise: candles in glass jars, velvet chokers, moon-and-star earrings, fake crystal balls, ornate journals, little resin gargoyles, imported lace gloves, rows of black lipstick, shelves of witchy paperbacks and dubious spell kits for suburban girls with hidden senses of wonder. In the front window, the huge raven statue sat beside a candelabra and a stack of coffin-shaped trinket boxes like it was keeping an eye on the whole store.

Ben had liked the place the first time he'd seen it. That was before he understood how much he was going to like working here.

Jolene flicked her gaze over the group, assessing with the same speed she did everything. "All right, since you’re here I figured we can get to the opening tasks. Raven, front display dusting and incense rotation. Luna, jewelry case and register float check with me. Sage, candle shelves, and if I catch you threatening a customer before noon I will be disappointed."

Sage folded her arms. "What if they deserve it?"

"Then use your eyes and make them feel judged,” Jolene said. “That's retail."

Sage pouted for a moment, but stayed quiet.

Jolene turned to Ben. "Alright you, come with me."

“Sure thing,” Ben replied.

He followed her behind the counter while the women split off into the store. Raven glided toward the front display and immediately started talking to a fake skull like it had disappointed her. Luna moved to the register with her usual precise calm. Sage headed for the candle wall, muttering at a tower of black tapers that all needed to be adjusted.

Jolene slid a clipboard toward Ben, then another, then a yellow legal pad covered in sharp dark handwriting.

"Morning numbers," she said. "Inventory notes, pending orders, special requests, and a short list of customers who think 'Can you get this in by Friday?' is a valid form of planning."

Ben took it all in. He could feel the old office part of his brain stir, then stop when he realized this place had neither his old boss Craig nor his old coworker Janet who liked to microwave fish for lunch.

"You want me on stock?" Ben asked.

"I want to see if you can look at all of this and make improvements," she said.

"Sounds like a high trust environment," Ben muttered.

Jolene scoffed. "I own a small business in Baltimore. Trust is expensive."

She handed him the binder with invoices and leaned one round hip against the counter while Luna counted the register beside them.

Ben opened the binder. The organization was solid, but there were the usual signs of a growing shop getting pulled in too many directions. Reorders flagged by sticky notes. Vendor receipts paper-clipped in little bundles. One category moving faster than the shelf space really allowed. He flipped a few pages, then a few more.

"You've got bestsellers buried in the middle of slower stuff," he said.

Jolene's eyes sharpened. "Do I?"

"Yeah. Those black taper bundles, the silver pentagram chokers, the moon journals, half this incense line. You've got maybe six things carrying a weird amount of traffic."

Luna glanced over, interested.

Jolene tapped two nails on the counter. Click, click. "And your conclusion?"

"Put the fast movers where they can be grabbed without thinking,” Ben said. ”Keep the higher-margin impulse stuff closer to the register. Make restocking less annoying. Maybe stop pretending the gargoyle bookends are going to outperform the chokers."

From the front of the store, Raven called, "They are trying their best."

"The gargoyles know what they’re doing," Jolene said.

Ben smiled despite himself. "Also your handwritten special order sheet is fine, but if you want this place to keep growing, you're gonna need one clean spreadsheet nobody has to decode like an ancient manuscript."

Jolene looked at him for a moment, then finally nodded. "Good. I’ve decided you can keep your job here."

Ben chuckled. "Thrilled to earn the privilege."

Luna, still counting bills with elegant fingers, said, "I believe that was praise."

"It was a dangerous amount of praise," Jolene said. "Don’t make me regret it."

The morning started slowly, and that suited just Ben fine. It let him see how the place was growing. He made sure to check on Murphy every few minutes, and once he realized they were staying there for the day, he excused himself so he could take Murphy home.

“Yeah, I know you want to be around all of those people, buddy,” Ben said. Murphy watched him, head twisted to one side and ears perked up. They quickly walked home, and Ben set him up with plenty of food and water. After that, he hurried back to the store so he could continue work. He got there just in time to help.

A woman in her forties came in for black candles and left with black candles, a lace altar cloth she had not planned on buying, and a tiny silver bat pendant Raven had guided into her hand with such cheerful inevitability it felt almost supernatural. A college kid with chipped black nail polish spent ten minutes staring at a display of rings while Luna quietly explained the difference between pewter and sterling silver as if delivering sacred instructions. She bought two rings and blushed all the way through checkout.

Sage proved unexpectedly good at the candle shelves once she stopped treating them like a problem. She kept the colors aligned, the labels facing forward, and the stacks stable with the focused seriousness of somebody who wanted to fight disorder physically.

Then the first funny one came in.

He was maybe fifty, red-faced, wearing a fishing shirt and cargo shorts, clearly dragged inside by his wife and already prepared to hate everything. He stopped short under the hanging moon lights and looked around like he'd entered a cursed area. Haunted eyes stared across the store, and it was clear he thought he didn’t belong.

His wife, meanwhile, had the expression of a woman who had waited twenty years for exactly this kind of store. Her inner child was now free.

"Oh my God," she whispered, touching Ben's arm as she passed him. "Honey, look at the ravens."

"I am looking," the man said, his voice flat. “They’re, uhhh. They’re birds.”

Ben was near enough to hear Jolene sigh softly from behind the counter. He looked over and saw her wipe a hand across her face, then put on a forced smile.

Raven approached the wife first, all warmth and dark glamour. "Let me know if you'd like help. We have new candle holders in the back that are simply beautiful."

The wife lit up instantly and followed her toward the metalwork shelves. That left the husband standing awkwardly near the journals while Sage watched him with narrowed eyes from two aisles over.

Ben got there before that could become a whole thing. "Hey. You doing okay, man?"

The guy gave him a helpless look that was almost funny. "I don't know what any of this is," he complained, gesturing around the store.

Ben leaned in a little, lowering his voice like they were co-conspirators. "Honestly? Half of it is decor, some of it's gifts, a few things are for people who really care about moon phases. Best move is to find one thing in here you can point at later and say you helped choose it."

The guy considered that. "Hold on. Does that actually work?" he asked.

Ben nodded. "Oh yeah, it works great. It makes you part of the story, part of the memory. And she’s buying something that’s going to make her happy every time she looks at it, even if it’s something silly. If it’s something you helped pick out, she’ll think of you every time she looks at it, too."

He grunted, his face considering. "Huh. Well."

A minute later the man was squinting at a display of heavy black goblets with little skull stems. Ben watched the thought happen.

"Those are kind of cool," the guy admitted. “Better than the rest, I suppose. I could drink something from this. Make my morning coffee a little fun.” He picked one up, tested the heft of it. “Might be good for a joke or two. Maybe I could get her one, too.”

Ben spread his hands. "There you go."

By the time the couple left, they'd bought the goblets, the candle holder, two black pillar candles, and a velvet runner they absolutely did not need. The husband carried the bag like a man pretending he had always respected themed drinkware.

Jolene looked at Ben over the register as the door shut. "You sold his own dignity back to him."

Ben shrugged. "Eh, his dignity was on sale, ninety-percent off."

Jolene smiled. "Close enough."

Business picked up after that. Not packed, but steady enough that nobody got bored.

Ben floated where needed. He bagged purchases, restocked journals, answered the phone, and learned quickly which questions needed Jolene and which just needed confidence.

He liked the way the women worked the room. They did use a little bit of magic, and only a little. Raven's charm lived mostly in tone and touch and the way she guided attention. Luna had a stillness that made customers listen when she spoke. Sage, to Ben's amusement, sold best when she quit trying and just told people bluntly what looked good.

A teenage girl with a nervous smile tried on a black crescent moon choker and stared at herself in the mirror like she was afraid to want it. Her eyes flittered from her own reflection to the shelves and back.

Sage walked up, arms crossed and lips pursed as if thinking. She looked at the girl and nodded after a few seconds. "Get it. You look hot."

The girl went pink and bought the choker, matching earrings, and a second necklace for her best friend.

Jolene rang it up and later said under her breath, "Remarkably refined sales technique."

Sage shrugged. "Yeah, but I was right."

Jolene nodded. "You were. She did in fact look great."

Near noon, Jolene motioned Ben back to the counter again while Luna helped Raven rework the front table.

"Look at this," she said, turning the yellow pad around.

It was a rough list of weekly totals, supplier costs, rent, utilities, payroll projections. Her nails tapped the margin while she watched his face. Not nervous exactly. More like she hated handing over a weak spot and had decided to do it anyway.

Ben studied the numbers. "Ah, I see the issue. You're growing faster than your shelf space."

Jolene’s lips tightened. "Yes."

"And if you keep reordering like this without changing the layout, your back room's going to become a landfill," Ben continued.

"A phrase I resent because it's accurate," Jolene said with a frown.

Ben looked up. "How attached are you to the current front aisle setup?"

She pursed her lips. "Emotionally? Medium. Financially? Not at all."

”Okay,” Ben said. “Then we need some more vertical display space, less dead center clutter, and probably another shelf unit by the wall with the books. Also your register area could be making more money."

Jolene arched an eyebrow. "I beg your pardon? My register area is doing its best."

Ben chuckled. "You've got dead waiting space. Put smaller impulse stuff there. Rings, mini candles, hair clips, maybe some of those little coffin tins. Lower cost stuff with a solid profit margin. People come up here with cash in hand, so you want them to see something cute, realize it’s only a few bucks, and add it into their order."

Jolene stared at him for a moment, frowning prettily as she thought. Her nails clicked once on the paper.

"If we're doing this," she said, "we might as well do everything the right way."

Ben smiled. "You got measurements?"

She reached under the counter and produced a tape measure so fast he almost laughed.

"Of course you do," Ben said as he reached out and took the tape measure.

For the next twenty minutes they measured while customers drifted around them. Ben called numbers. Jolene wrote them down. Twice she corrected him before he could finish speaking, which was annoyingly impressive. Once he pointed out that one of her decorative endcaps was taking useful floor space and she actually winced.

"I know, I know. You love that endcap," he said.

"I do,” Jolene said. “It looks expensive."

"It looks in the way," Ben corrected.

"Why are you like this?" Jolene asked him.

Ben shrugged. "Healthy childhood, probably."

That got a short laugh out of her before she seemed to catch herself having too human a moment and went dry again.

At one point Raven passed the counter carrying a stack of journals and murmured to Ben, "You look almost annoyingly competent."

"Thanks?" Ben said, running his fingers through his hair.

Raven smiled. "It was not an insult."

Jolene nodded toward him without looking up from her notes. "Unfortunately, she is right. You’ve been helping quite a bit."

Around one, they closed the register for fifteen minutes so everyone could take turns eating the quick lunch Ben had Doordashed. Jolene opened the container he handed her and stared at the sandwich inside.

"Did you order me lunch too?" she asked.

Ben shrugged. "You were gonna forget."

She gave him a thoughtful look. "I hate how correct that is." She took a bite and closed her eyes for a second. "Oh, that's annoying. This is excellent."

Raven leaned against the counter with her own sandwich. "He feeds us like we're royalty."

Sage stole one of Ben's chips. "Or like he’s preparing us for slaughter."

Luna sipped iced tea and looked around the shop with quiet satisfaction. "It feels good here."

Jolene's expression softened a bit then. It was a small thing, quick enough that Ben might have missed it if he had not been looking right at her.

"Yeah," she said, a little more quietly. "It does." She looked around the store for a bit as she thought. “It feels comfortable. Satisfying.”

“Speaking of things that are satisfying,” Sage said as she stole another one of Ben’s chips.

The afternoon crowd came in waves. Two office girls on lunch break who left with matching black lipstick. A middle-aged man buying incense "for my niece" who definitely also bought himself a skull mug. A trio of tourists from Japan who came in to cool off and ended up taking selfies with the raven statue until Raven sold them half the front display.

Every sale felt a little funny, a little satisfying. The store had a rhythm to it. Late in the day, once the last customer drifted out with a bag full of velvet and darkness, Jolene locked the register and leaned both hands on the counter.

"All right," she said. "I have made a decision."

Sage looked up immediately. "About crime? Are we setting anything on fire? Because I’m pretty good at that."

Jolene gave her a dry look. "About all of you remaining employed."

Raven gasped in mock relief. "Blessed night."

Jolene ignored that. "Sales are up significantly. Some of that is because Baltimore is full of weird little magpies with disposable income, but some of it is because you people are good at this."

“Oh, you’re welcome,” Sage said.

Jolene turned to Ben. "And if you can spare me a few hours after close this week, I want help reorganizing stock and building a real order sheet before this place stalls."

Ben nodded without hesitation. "Yeah. Of course."

Jolene's shoulders loosened a bit. "Good," she said. "In return, if we keep having days like this, I will start discussing bonuses before any of you stage a union drive."

Sage perked up. "Can our union threaten you creatively?"

"It can try," Jolene said.

Ben looked around the shop, at the women he loved, at Jolene with her dark lipstick and legal pad and tired proud little smirk, at the store that already felt less like a temporary arrangement and more like part of his new life. He'd had jobs before. He'd never had one where the room felt this much like people choosing each other on purpose.

Jolene capped her pen and tucked the pad under the register. "Tomorrow," she said, "you and I are going over margins before opening. Wear whatever expression you reserve for spreadsheets."

Ben laughed. "You sure you want to see that?"

"No," she said. "But I need the help. Lock the back stockroom before you leave. Sage, stop making eyes at the expensive candles. Raven, no giving discounts because someone seems heartbreakingly pretty. Luna, thank you for being the only one here with natural respect for order."

Luna inclined her head like a priestess receiving doctrine.

Raven put a hand to her chest. "I also respect order."

"You are order's most glamorous enemy," Jolene said.

Raven blew her a kiss in return.

The bell over the door was quiet now. Outside, Baltimore rolled on past the dark glass. Inside, the lights glowed warmly over black velvet and silver charms and shelves that would soon need changing.

Ben took in the place one more time and felt himself smile. This place was great. It was a source of happiness for all of them. And tomorrow, apparently, he and Jolene were going to start making the shop bigger.


Chapter five


The next day, Ben got to Nighttime Oddities an hour early and still found Jolene already there, unlocking the register with the expression of a woman who had been doing paperwork since dawn. She looked more casual than normal, with her long black hair in a braid, a pair of tight black denim shorts, and a snug-fitting tank top that showed nearly as much cleavage as Raven’s clothes.

Honestly, she looked insanely hot. Ben fully understood why Sage was always making eyes at her.

The shop was dim except for the front windows and the low amber lamps over the counter. Outside, Baltimore still felt halfway awake. A delivery truck idled somewhere down the block. Inside, the air smelled like clove incense and old wood.

Jolene did not look up right away. "If you're here to be cheerful before coffee, leave."

"I brought coffee," Ben said, holding up two cups.

That got her attention. Her eyes went up to look at what he was holding, and she gave him a faint smile and nodded. "Okay. You may stay."

He handed over the cup carrier, then set his backpack on the counter and pulled out his laptop. It still felt mildly insane to him that this was his morning now. Not fluorescent office lights, not Craig breathing managerial disappointment into a stale break room, not pretending a spreadsheet about toner orders mattered to civilization. A witchy goth shop. A fair boss that believed in human decency. Three witches at home who had kissed him goodbye at the door and reminded him to buy eggs later.

Jolene took a long sip, closed her eyes for one grateful second, and said, "I am prepared to say something dangerously positive for this early in the day. I mean, it’s before noon and I make it a point to never be happy before noon on general principle."

"Should I sit down?" Ben asked.

Jolene looked down at the cup in her hand. "This coffee is excellent. In fact, it’s the best coffee I’ve had in a long time. Thank you, Ben. I really appreciate all the positivity and stability you bring with you."

Ben gave her a small, fake applause. "Wow. A truly touching speech."

"Do not make me take it back,” she said, her eyes momentarily narrowing.

Ben smiled and opened the laptop. "So. Margins, shelf space, and your current system of organization and how we can fix it."

She rolled her eyes. "My preferred phrase is boutique chaos."

"That phrase is how stores die," Ben told her.

She gave another one of those pretty frowns. "You're fun in a very upsetting way."

He moved around behind the counter and spread out the papers she'd already stacked there. Purchase orders, vendor invoices, handwritten notes in black ink, sales totals from the last few weeks.

She had done what most smart small-business owners did, which was hold a lot of moving parts together through force of personality and a refusal to cave. It worked until growth stopped being flattering and started becoming a serious issue.

Jolene toyed with her hair as she watched him line the pages into clean piles. "You do that when you're thinking," she said, finally pulling her braid out.

"What?" Ben asked.

"The little paper squaring thing," Jolene said as she combed her fingers through her long black hair. “You arrange things.”

He looked down. The edges were perfectly aligned. "Well, apparently I do."

Ben clicked into a blank spreadsheet on his laptop and started building categories. Candles, jewelry, apparel, other things. The rhythm came back faster than he expected. His fingers moved and numbers started making sense. It was almost enough to be funny, how much more his brain liked this when nobody in a tucked-in button-down shirt was calling it synergy.

A memory flickered, quick and unwelcome. Gray office break room, cracked vinyl chair, Craig peering over Ben's shoulder at a spreadsheet while making one of his little jokes.

Now Jolene leaned over the counter beside him, dark hair framing her beautiful face as she looked at the screen. She leaned in to point at something on the screen and one of her rather huge breasts hit him in the shoulder. They both ignored it.

"Well,” Jolene said, tapping the screen. “This is already sexier than my current system."

Ben snorted. "Please never call my spreadsheet sexy."

"I own this store,” she insisted. “I can sexualize my inventory if I want."

"Jesus," Ben said.

Jolene shook her head. "No, definitely not in this store."

He should not have liked that as much as he did, but there was something weirdly comforting about being teased by somebody who actually knew what competence looked like. Jolene's jokes landed like friendly taps, not digs. She was not trying to shrink him for being good at something useful. She was making room for it and showing appreciation.

He clicked through the first vendor list. "Okay. These candle bundles are moving fast enough that you should be ordering at a higher base, which will save you a few bucks as well. Same with the silver chokers and moon journals. The books are fine, but some of this decor is sitting."

Jolene leaned in farther. Her shoulder brushed his arm. "Okay, like what?"

He pointed. "The skull teacups."

Her face tightened. "No. I am emotionally attached to them."

"They're not moving," Ben explained.

"They're beautiful," Jolene protested.

"They are weirdly expensive and nobody wants to drink Earl Grey out of a screaming face," Ben told her.

"I do," Jolene said with a stubborn frown.

Ben smiled. "Yeah, but you're committed to the bit. That’s expected of you."

She put a hand to her chest in mock outrage. "Ben. How dare you."

He grinned. "You want the real problem?"

"No,” she said. “I never enjoy that phrase. I’d prefer it if you just lied to me. Make it pretty."

Ben gestured around the store. "You need more shelves before you need more novelty. You're trying to increase product variety without increasing display capacity, which means the back room turns into a hoarder crypt and customers don't see half your stock."

Jolene stared at the screen, then at the sales sheets, then back at the screen. "You're right. But you insulted me and my store, so you’re fired."

“Harsh,” Ben said.

Jolene adjusted her tank top, unknowingly making her huge breasts bounce. “Okay, you’re hired again. Let’s continue.”

Ben pulled up a tab with shelving suppliers and local fixtures. "You measured twenty-four inches of clean wall space by the books, thirty-six by the candle wall if we shift that endcap, and probably another slim unit near the register if we stop pretending the raven statue needs breathing room."

"The raven statue absolutely needs breathing room," Jolene said. “He’s my baby. I try to take good care of him and I don’t want the customers suffocating him. He’s delicate.”

"The raven statue can survive hardship," Ben said dryly.

"He’s been through so much," Jolene said, shaking her head. “He needs support.”

Ben clicked through metal shelf options while Jolene sipped coffee and delivered solemn commentary on each one.

"That looks cheap," she said.

"It is cheap," Ben replied.

"I hate it," she added.

"Good,” Ben said with a nod. “So do I."

Jolene reached out and tapped the screen at one point. "That one feels like a law office tried way too hard to be stylish."

He laughed hard enough that he had to stop typing. "What does that even mean?"

She gave him a look. "You know exactly what I mean."

He did, unfortunately. The forced decorations and additions were not a good look.

They found two black metal shelf units that matched the store well enough not to offend Jolene's aesthetic standards. Then they found extra risers for the candle wall, some hooks for impulse jewelry by the register, and a smaller display spinner for hair clips and little coffin tins.

He added everything into a rough cost sheet. The total was not small, but neither was it impossible. In fact, when taking into consideration how sales had been going lately, it was rather easy.

Jolene looked at the number and let out a huff. "That is one of those sums that scares me a bit."

"You can cover it," Ben assured her. “You won’t even notice the money’s gone.”

"I still don’t like seeing those numbers," Jolene said.

Ben nodded. "Yeah, but you had a strong week. If the next two look anything like yesterday, this pays for itself pretty fast. To be honest, with how the witches are selling things, it’ll pay for itself in a day or two."

"And if visibility jumps too hard and I suddenly need more stock, more hours, more storage, and a sedative?" She raised an eyebrow.

He glanced at her. The joke was there, but so was the real issue beneath it. Growth was good until it demanded more than one person could hold. He knew that look. It lived in everyone who'd spent too much time acting like being needed and being overloaded were the same thing.

Ben turned the laptop slightly toward her. "Then we plan for that before it gets stupid."

Jolene was quiet for a moment, watching him work. He kept going, because once he started solving, it was easier to stay moving than sit in somebody else's strain.

"We set reorder thresholds,” Ben said.”We decide which categories actually deserve expansion. We don't buy six vanity items because a vendor rep flirts with you and says exclusive. We use the spreadsheet. We know what's coming before it hits."

"Harsh of you to imply I would ever be seduced by our vendor rep," Jolene muttered.

"But his prices are so good," Ben said.

"They are,” Jolene said with a nod. “But you should see him."

Ben gave her a look and tried not to laugh.

After a moment, Jolene’s shoulders sagged a bit and she sipped her coffee. “Okay, fine. The bat-shaped tea strainers were a mistake."

"See?" Ben asked.

Jolene pouted in a way that would have made Sage proud. "But they were adorable!"

The front bell jingled softly as Raven came in first, followed by Luna and Sage, all three of them in black sundresses again, carrying the day’s light in with them. Raven had a bakery bag in one hand and looked delighted to find Ben already buried in work. Luna took in the papers and laptop with immediate approval. Sage looked at the screen, then at him.

"You've got your little focused face on," she said.

"My what?" Ben asked.

"The one where you’re thinking way too hard about boring shit," she said.

Ben shrugged. “Eh.”

Raven set a bag on the counter. "We brought pastries. Hope you’re both hungry!"

Jolene eyed the bag. "You're all my favorite employees. Do not tell future hires I said that."

"There won't be future hires if your shelf planning kills us," Ben said.

Sage leaned over his shoulder and squinted at the spreadsheet. "How can so many tiny boxes decide things?"

"Same way magic circles do," Luna said calmly. "Structure, intention, consequence."

Jolene pointed at her. "See? She respects the spreadsheet."

Luna stepped closer, reading the headers. "This is actually very clear."

Ben found it rather telling that Luna immediately understood his work. She was the quiet, contemplative one. Maybe she would have made an excellent office worker in a different life. He shuddered at the thought of her waking up early every morning to travel to a boring job where she stared at a computer screen all day. Luna deserved better than that.

Raven opened the pastry bag and handed him a black-and-white cookie. "For the architect."

"I'm not an architect," Ben said.

"You are if shelves are involved," she replied.

Sage stole half the cookie from his hand before he could take a bite. "Communal pastry," she told him.

"You're a menace," Ben said, looking at his half-cookie. “A cute menace, but a menace all the same.”

She shrugged and chewed happily. “I regret nothing.”

Jolene looked from the women to Ben, then back at the laptop. "Alright. Decision time, before customers start wandering in with their opinions." She tapped the total on the screen with one black nail. "We order the shelves. We increase the base inventory on the fast movers. We redesign the register area. And if sales keep tracking this way through the week, I do bonuses."

Raven's eyes lit up. "Actual bonuses?"

"Yes,” Jolene said. “I know I’ve given you all cuts of sales on your first few days because I was excited, but I’m trying to be responsible about things here. I want to do it right."

Sage immediately looked pleased in a way that was almost childlike until she caught herself and folded her arms. "Good."

Luna smiled, small and bright. "That is generous."

"It is strategic," Jolene said, then waved a hand. "And also generous. Whatever. Let me be complicated. I’ll probably bump your hourly wages up a bit, too."

Ben looked at the total again. "This is a bigger footprint, Jolene."

"I know," she said.

"More traffic. More attention." Ben frowned at it for a moment.

Her expression sharpened. "You worried it'll be too much?"

He thought about the women walking to work in black dresses. About customers looking too long. About how easy it would be for a growing place to become visible in ways that were not all good.

But then he remembered just how good they were at selling things. At how friendly Raven was, and even Sage at times.

“Nah,” Ben said. “We’re good.”

She set down her coffee, squared the papers with a bit of a nervous hand, then nodded. "I’m just glad we’re doing it right with your help. Because if I run this place like it's always one bad week from collapse, it stays one bad week from collapse. And if you people are going to help me build something, I should act like I believe in it."

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Raven said.

Ben clicked the first order through. Then the second, a shelf unit. Then some more shelf units, along with hooks, risers, and a display spinner. A few more things, and it was enough merchandise to make the back room temporarily more crowded. Each confirmation email landed with a little ding that made him smile.

In his previous job, nothing ever felt like it mattered. No matter how many numbers he ran, no matter how many spreadsheets he worked through, nothing in his daily life changed. But here, he knew things were different. His work would help this store grow. Sales would increase, and the witches would get bonuses, all as a direct result of his work.

Raven smiled. Luna's hand settled lightly on Ben's shoulder. Sage looked almost feral with approval, like she'd rather kick down a door than place an order but could respect a decisive move when she saw one.

Jolene sighed and reached for another pastry. "Well. We're doing it. We’re taking this tiny business to the next level."

"It’s a good feeling," Ben said.

They spent the next half hour shifting displays before opening. Ben moved the front endcap while Sage carried boxes. Raven arranged the register impulse shelf with a kind of luxurious mischief, making sure the prettiest little items caught the eye first. Luna relabeled sections in her careful neat hand while Jolene adjusted, edited, and approved.

By the time the OPEN sign glowed red in the window, the store already felt a little different. Smarter, and more ready for action. Ben stood back by the counter, looking at what they'd changed. It was small, but it made him smile. Sometimes small changes were all it took.

Jolene came up beside him, arms folded, her shoulder nearly touching his. "You know," she said, "for a man who clearly has unresolved feelings about spreadsheets, you make them very convincing."

He smiled without looking at her. "Yeah? Is that so?"

"Yes." She glanced toward the door, where the first customer of the day was slowing to peer in at the display. "Let's hope Baltimore agrees."

The woman opened the door, drawn in by black velvet and silver shine and whatever small gravity the shop had gained overnight. As soon as she entered, she looked around and smiled in wonder.

Ben straightened automatically. It was time to see how all of his work had paid off.


Chapter six


By closing time, the whole shop had that pleasantly picked-over look that made Ben feel weirdly proud. Not empty or sparse, but like a busy shop should look. A few gaps in the candle wall. Fewer chokers on the silver rack. The coffin tins near the register down by almost half.

The new arrangement had definitely worked. Customers had drifted in all afternoon, then clustered, then kept coming in that low steady way every small business owner probably dreamed about and then mistrusted on general principle.

Jolene stood behind the counter counting cash with a slight look of bewilderment on her beautiful face. Raven straightened a display that did not actually need it, mostly because she liked messing with things. Luna was writing down a short reorder note in her careful hand. Sage had one hip against the candle shelves and looked pleasantly mean in the way she sometimes did after a satisfying day.

Ben locked the front door, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and glanced around the room one more time.

"You know," he said, "I think we may have successfully sold Baltimore a lot of decorative darkness."

Jolene didn't look up. "I always believed in us. Glad to see my belief was well-placed. Today was our best day ever."

"You said the shelf spinner looked like a desperate little carnival," Raven pointed out.

Ben nodded. "It did. And yet it sold out of hair clips."

Raven beamed. "Because I arranged them by flirtation potential."

Sage snorted. "You say that about everything."

Raven pressed a hand to her chest. "How dare you. Some things I arrange by menace."

Jolene finished counting, slid the drawer shut, and looked at Ben. "Deposit tomorrow morning. I will text you if I die in my sleep from overwork."

"You seem pretty lively for a corpse," Ben said.

Raven leaned over and poked Jolene in the arm. “You look mostly real.”

Jolene rolled her eyes. "I moisturize daily."

Ben grabbed his backpack from behind the counter. He was tired in the right way, the kind that lived in his shoulders and feet instead of behind his eyes. Work here made him feel properly used instead of drained. That was still new enough to notice, although he decided he should probably buy some memory foam insoles.

Jolene picked up her bag. "Go home and feed your coven. Tomorrow we’ll all return and continue building my empire."

"Your tiny, dark empire," Sage said with a grin.

Jolene gave her a cool look. "Mock me after the bonuses clear."

Sage immediately held up both hands. "Long live the empire!"

That got a laugh out of everybody, even Jolene, though hers came out brief and dry as ever.

A few minutes later they were outside, the shop locked behind them, the evening air soft and cooling around the block. The sky had gone dusky violet over the row of buildings. Traffic moved in bursts at the avenue. Somewhere nearby, somebody was grilling meat, and farther off a siren rose and fell.

Raven slipped her arm through Ben's as they started walking. Luna moved to his other side, easy and close. Sage stayed half a step behind at first, then moved ahead of them when the sidewalk narrowed. Everyone vocally appreciated the view Sage gave them. He liked these walks home almost as much as the walks in.

Work set them all humming a little. There was always some leftover current in the group afterward. A joke still going, or a customer story getting retold. Maybe somebody touching somebody else for no reason but relief.

Raven started it. "That woman with the silver bat earrings was absolutely buying them because her ex now dates a yoga instructor."

Ben looked at her. "How could you possibly know that?"

"Because she said, 'I want something a bit more me lately,' while staring at her own reflection with murder in her soul. Then she made a comment about hating yoga instructors."

Luna nodded. "Also she bought the darkest lipstick we carry."

"See?" Raven said. "A heartbreak purchase."

Sage shoved her hands into the pockets of her sundress. "I liked the guy who asked if the moon journals were too feminine."

Ben laughed. "You told him, and I quote, 'Only if your handwriting is too flowery.'"

"He bought two," Sage said, her eyes narrowing.

"He did," Luna said, with quiet approval.

Sage's grin flashed and disappeared. Ben caught it anyway.

They turned onto a longer block, less busy now, lined with brick rowhomes and stoops catching the last of the daylight. A little breeze moved the hem of the women's dresses. Somewhere behind them, bootsteps sounded quick and sharp on the pavement, then passed off to one side as a woman in scrubs hurried by, talking into a headset. Sage's whole body tightened for one instant.

Ben noticed it because he'd been watching her. She was loose again a second later, but not all the way. Her jaw stayed set. One hand came out of her pocket and flexed once.

"You okay?" he asked quietly.

She shrugged.

Ben knew there was something else there beneath the surface, so he stayed quiet until she was ready to talk. Pressing Sage never worked.

Sage stared ahead. For a few steps he thought she might wave it off. Then she said, "Back home, if you heard boots behind you at night, somebody usually wanted trouble."

Raven's arm tightened around Ben's.

Sage kept walking like she had not said anything serious, like the sidewalk itself deserved more attention than the memory. "Constables. Village men feeling brave in groups. One time, a drunk with a cudgel who thought I wouldn't turn around fast enough." She shrugged again, rougher this time. "So I don't like it."

Ben wanted to reach for her then, but the sidewalk was narrow and the city was still around them and she had that look she got when she might bite if comfort came in the wrong way.

So he just said, "Yeah. I get it."

Sage glanced at him, brief and grateful in a way she would have denied under oath.

They hit the corner and waited for the light. Cars rolled through in twos and threes, windows down, music thumping from one of them hard enough to rattle something loose in the trunk. Raven leaned her head against Ben's shoulder for a second. Luna watched the crossing signal. The walk signal changed. They crossed. Halfway down the next block, it happened.

A beat-up silver sedan rolled past slower than the traffic around it. Ben noticed that first. Then the open passenger window. Some dipshit in his thirties with a bad haircut hung out the window, licking his lips.

"Damn, ladies," he called out. “Hey, I’m talking to you!”

The car crawled another few feet, the man still staring at Sage.

"Red, you can bring that ass over here anytime," he shouted.

Everything in Ben went cold. Beside him, Raven stiffened. Luna's face went still in that very quiet way that never meant calm. Sage stopped walking and turned her scowling face to the car.

The sedan was already easing forward again, the men inside laughing. Ben had only a blurred impression of baseball caps, elbows out windows, dumb confidence.

He turned toward the street instinctively, anger rising hot and immediate, already halfway to yelling something useless after them. Having grown up in Baltimore, he knew how to fight. He wasn’t looking forward to taking on three or four men, but he was the witch’s sworn protector, so he would do whatever it took.

Fortunately, Sage beat him to movement, though not the kind he expected.

She turned with that same hard little pivot he'd seen in the shop when someone crossed a line. Her expression didn't flare, but instead her eyes narrowed in cold, sharp anger. One hand lifted just slightly at her side, fingers curling in a shape small enough that anyone not looking would miss it. Her mouth moved silently.

Ben felt it before he understood it. A tiny change in the air, a pressure like static snapping off wool.

The sedan reached the end of the block, then one of the rear tires blew with a sharp explosive pop. The sound cracked through the evening like a gunshot. The car lurched hard to one side with a horrible flapping scrape as the tire was reduced to shreds. The driver overcorrected, swerved toward the curb, and managed to grind to a jerking stop with a blast of horn and fresh shouting from inside.

For one stunned second, the whole street seemed to look that way at once. Then Baltimore did what Baltimore did.

"That's what your dumb ass gets," someone yelled.

“Fucking moron!” someone else shouted.

Multiple cars honked their horns. A bicyclist laughed as he went by. The world kept moving.

Ben stared at the crippled sedan, then slowly at Sage. She was watching the car with her chin lifted, green eyes bright and merciless, lips curved just slightly in a triumphant smile.

Raven's mouth opened, then closed. Then she let out a shocked little laugh she was clearly trying to suppress.

Sage looked back at Ben.

There was heat in her face, triumph too, but under both of them he saw something else. A flicker. She had acted on fear fast enough to scare herself a little.

Ben looked back at the car. The men inside were climbing out now, swearing at the tire, looking around like the city itself had insulted them. He wasn’t quite sure they knew how to change a spare tire. Well, with all of those subwoofers in the trunk, it was also possible they didn’t have a spare with them.

"Good," he said.

Sage blinked. "Good?"

Ben nodded. "Honestly? Yeah, good. That guy had it coming. And the rest of them could have told their friend not to harass women, but they didn’t. They all deserve it."

Some of the tension left Sage. She still looked proud of her work, and she crossed her arms with a smug little smile that suggested she would enjoy teaching another dozen douchebags the same lesson.

“Just be careful,” Ben added.

"I was careful," Sage protested.

"Eh, I know I won’t win this one,” Ben said. “Just be careful, okay?”

Sage frowned at him for a moment, then nodded. Her eyes went back to the car, then back to Ben.

“Trust me, I was careful,” Sage said. “I could have done much worse. It was tempting.”

Ben chuckled. “Okay, I’ll concede that one. Thank you for being careful.”

Raven grinned. "For the record, I will treasure this memory forever."

Luna glanced back at the stranded sedan. "They are arguing with the wheel as if it was the wheel’s fault."

"Good," Sage said.

That made Ben laugh despite himself.

"Okay," he said. "The official household position is that guy sucked. Just don’t do it on the highway, as that could kill someone."

Sage pouted for a moment. “Fine, Ben. I'll be careful."

The thing that got him was she didn't sound cornered. Irritated, yes. Still feral, absolutely. But not shut down, or scolded into silence. He bent and kissed her temple quickly, right there on the sidewalk.

She blinked hard, then gave him a look that was almost suspicious. "That's unfair."

"Probably."

Raven immediately demanded, "Do I get one for not cursing anybody?"

"You get one for excellent restraint," Ben said.

He kissed her too. Luna, not to be left out and too dignified to ask, lifted a brow at him until he laughed and kissed her as well.

Sage took one last glance at the car and smiled, the kind of look that suggested they had gotten what they deserved and she was glad she was the one to dish out the punishment. One of the men in the sedan shouted insults at a passing car. Sage’s smile quickly turned into a frown and she snapped her fingers, low and to her side.

They started moving again, leaving the sedan and its loudly unhappy occupants behind. Sage fell in beside him this time without hanging back. Her smile returned as a small fire broke out in the trunk of the sedan.

“Well, glad that’s over,” Sage said as they continued.

After a block, Ben reached over and took her hand in his. She squeezed his hand and gave him a little smile.

The city gave them evening noise and porch lights and the comfort of familiar turns. By the time their block came into view, Ben could already picture the house. Murphy hurling himself at the door. Shoes kicked off by the stairs. Somebody stealing bites while he figured out dinner.

He unlocked the front door, and Murphy's bark detonated instantly from inside, joyous and indignant all at once. Sage's face changed on contact with that sound.

"See?" Ben said as he pushed the door open. "A gentleman waiting for us."

Murphy charged them like a furry missile, nearly skidding out on the wood floor as all three women dropped to greet him at once.

The house smelled faintly like this morning's coffee and clean laundry. The smell of home. Ben shut the door behind them and checked the lock out of habit. Then once more, because now there were more people on the other side of it.

When he turned back, Sage was on the floor with Murphy's head in her lap, Raven sprawled against one wall laughing at something Murphy had done, and Luna was already reaching up to switch on the lamp by the stairs.

Sage looked up at Ben over Murphy's broad head. "You still agree he deserved it?"

Ben set his keys in the bowl by the door and smiled. "Absolutely."

She nodded. "Good," she said. "Because I was thinking maybe we should talk about where we want to live in a year, once we're rich from selling haunted candleholders."

Raven gasped. "Our future mansion of darkness."

Luna smiled. "With a larger shower."

Ben laughed and headed for the kitchen. "Alright, everybody inside. Let's make a plan and feed the dog before he dies of starvation."

Murphy barked in agreement.


Chapter seven


Murphy ate first because Murphy believed every human conversation was a delay tactic designed to keep him from dinner.

Ben filled the dog bowl while the women crowded the kitchen in a loose half-circle behind him, all of them still carrying the buzz of the walk home and the tire incident and the good workday beneath that. Murphy inhaled his food like a creature escaping a famine. In his defense, it had been multiple hours since he had eaten; he was practically starving by dog standards. Sage leaned down to scratch his back while he ate.

"Look at him," she said with a smile. "No manners."

"He lives here," Ben said. "He doesn't need any."

Raven opened the fridge and peered inside. "What are we making, provider of all earthly joys?"

Ben glanced over her shoulder. Eggs, leftover roast chicken, a little arugula, some good bread, cheese, half an onion, a tomato, the usual sauces. Nothing fancy, but enough. He liked that feeling, taking stock and finding possibility.

"Quick dinner," he said. "Chicken melts, salad, maybe chips if we want to be extremely classy."

"I always want to be extremely classy," Raven said.

Sage crossed her arms. “Classy is my middle name.”

“You don’t even have a middle name,” Raven said.

Sage stuck her tongue out at her.

Luna reached up and grabbed four plates from the cabinet. "That sounds perfect. The food, that is. Not Sage’s lack of a middle name."

Sage was still petting Murphy with one foot braced against a lower cabinet. "Can we sit on the couch after?"

Ben looked over. "You planning to mutiny if I say no?"

"I was going to sit there anyway," Sage said. “Company is always nice.”

"Then yes," Ben said. “I do enjoy sitting and talking with all of you, you know.”

He got to work. Cutting board down, squared with the edge. Knife out. Onion sliced thin, chicken shredded. A little mayo and mustard, black pepper, some chopped green onion. Bread buttered, cheese layered, filling piled in. He moved automatically, shoulders easing as the routine took over.

This was still the easiest way for him to love people without tripping over the words. Besides, he was a good cook and his food always went over well.

Raven drifted beside him and stole a strand of chicken from the bowl. He let her, mostly because he was distracted by Luna across the room setting plates with quiet precision and Sage now standing at the sink washing cherry tomatoes one by one like she was trying to prove she could be trusted around produce.

He found himself smiling at the witches doing such mundane tasks. It once again reinforced that home feeling he got so often lately.

Not long ago it had just been him in here, Murphy on the floor, and the old silence. He could still remember one winter night in awful detail for no good reason, standing at this same counter plating a decent dinner for one because he couldn't stand eating straight out of the pan, Murphy sitting by the table watching him like maybe a second plate would appear if they both believed hard enough. Pasta, some cheap red sauce improved with garlic and butter, one glass of wine he hadn't really wanted. He'd set the plate down carefully anyway, because if he didn't keep doing things properly the house started to feel like it was sliding away from him.

Now Raven was pressing into his side to bother him on purpose, Luna was humming very softly while she arranged forks, and Sage had somehow gotten water all over the counter and was pretending not to notice.

Ben put the sandwiches into the skillet, smiling. They sizzled when they hit the hot pan.

“What are you thinking about?” Luna asked.

“Uh oh, he’s got that thinking face,” Sage said.

"Yeah, well." Ben flipped the first sandwich and watched the bread turn golden. "I was remembering when it was just me and Murphy in here."

Sage dried her hands on a towel. "Was it miserable? I imagine life without me is probably miserable." She pretended to drop the towel, then bent over to pick it up, showing everyone her bare ass and lack of panties. “Oh goodness, look at that. How clumsy of me.”

Ben laughed. Luna reached over and gave Sage a light smack on the ass.

“You’re welcome,” Sage said as she straightened up and pulled her dress down.

Ben huffed a laugh. "Sometimes it was. Sometimes it was fine, but mostly it was... efficient. I guess that’s the right word. Boring, but productive."

Raven made a face. "That is one of the bleakest words I've ever heard attached to dinner."

Ben shrugged. "Eh, it wasn't that bad."

"It was a little that bad," Luna said gently.

He smiled despite himself. "Yeah, okay. So maybe it was."

Murphy wandered over and leaned against his calf after finishing his food, heavy and content. Ben absently scratched behind his ears while he worked.

"I used to plate stuff like there were other people coming," he admitted. "Even when there obviously weren't. I think I just hated the house feeling so empty."

Ben spent a few more minutes cooking the sandwiches, then finally slid them onto some plates. The simple salad he had been preparing went onto the side.

"Anyway,” he said. “Now I have actual people to feed, which is less pathetic. No offense, Murphy."

Murphy let out a loud sigh.

They carried dinner to the living room and took over the couch in the inefficient, greedy way they seemed to do everything now. Ben ended up in the middle because everyone wanted a piece of him. Raven tucked herself against one side of him with her plate balanced on one knee. Luna folded in close on the other side. Sage sprawled partly across the ottoman and partly against his legs with a kind of territorial carelessness that made moving impossible for everyone else.

Murphy lay down by the coffee table with the boneless satisfaction of a dog whose two main goals in life had both been met. He let out another loud sigh and watched them quietly. For a few minutes it was just dinner and chatter.

Raven praised the sandwiches like Ben had done something saintly. Sage stole chips off his plate and said she was helping him maintain the proper ratio of sandwich to chips. Luna got distracted studying the television remote again after it landed beside her and asked, with total seriousness, why a thing required so many buttons to become a picture.

Then Raven, still smiling, said, "Earlier, when you mentioned where we might live in a year, I have been thinking about it ever since."

Sage looked up at once. "You too?"

"Of course,” Raven said. “I would like a larger shower before I die. Funny how I’ve never had one before and now I already want a bigger one."

Luna gave a gentle smile. "A little garden would be nice. Maybe we could grow herbs and vegetables for Ben to cook for us."

Ben set his plate on the coffee table and reached for his laptop bag by the end of the couch.

Raven laughed softly. "Oh no. He has his planning face."

"You brought up housing," Ben said.

Raven rolled her eyes. "I brought up a dream. You brought up spreadsheets with your whole body."

He pulled the laptop out anyway. "We're not buying a mansion tonight, but we can at least look. Maybe we can form some sort of plan."

That got all three of them interested fast. He balanced the laptop on his thighs while the women crowded closer, their shoulders and knees touching him from every direction, and in Raven’s case, her massive breasts.

Baltimore rental listings came up first. Then rowhouses for sale, then different neighborhoods, then a few impossible places that made Raven gasp and Sage whistle low through her teeth.

"Oh, that one," Raven said, pointing at a brick place with ironwork and a little fenced yard. "That one looks like a beautiful widow lives there and spends her days disappointed with everyone."

"That's just the listing angle," Ben said.

Luna peered at the numbers. "This amount is every month?"

"For rent, yeah," Ben said.

Sage sat up straight and frowned. "That's robbery."

"It's Baltimore," Ben said as if that explained it.

Sage crossed her arms. “Yes, I know robbery is a problem in Baltimore but that does not explain this level of extortion.”

He clicked to another place, then another. Better kitchen, smaller bedrooms. More space, worse block. Nice light, terrible bathroom. He talked them through it automatically, the way he used to explain practical stuff at work to people who never really listened until it was their problem. But these three did listen. They leaned in and asked questions.

Luna touched the trackpad lightly, careful not to actually move anything. "This one is near the harbor."

"Too expensive," Ben said, shaking his head.

Raven frowned. "How can you tell so quickly?"

"I know what I make,” Ben said with a shrug. ”I know roughly what we're all making. I know what bills cost." He clicked another listing away. "And I know when somebody painted over water damage and got bold."

Sage laughed. "Sounds like a useful skill."

He should have left it there and kept things practical. But he had the women pressed against him, and there was something dangerous about being this comfortable. So of course the problem showed up next.

He opened a rental application page to show them how the process worked, and the first thing that popped up was exactly what he should have expected. Social Security number, employment history, identification, references.

Raven read over his shoulder. Her smile faded first.

Luna saw it next. "Oh."

Sage leaned in farther. "What?"

Ben stared at the screen for a second too long and found himself frowning. There it was, the closed door. Not money, even though money mattered. It was paper and legal documents, all the ordinary things a person needed to exist properly here.

He let out a sigh. "You'd need IDs. Paperwork. A legal trail."

Raven leaned back first, folding her legs under herself. "Right. Well, we’ve got a start on all of that though, right? We have work permits. We have IDs, we’re just not citizens yet. We don’t have social security numbers."

Ben nodded. “Yes, you do, and that’s a big help. I don’t know how some of these places are going to react to that though, especially these days.”

"We could lie," Sage said with a shrug.

"On a lease?" Ben glanced at her. "Bad plan."

"I know it's a bad plan," Sage insisted. “But I like that house.”

Luna touched Sage's wrist lightly. "It is also easy to verify."

Sage muttered something that sounded rude yet accurate.

For a second Ben hated the laptop. Hated the clean little boxes on the screen. Hated that modern life had a thousand invisible gates and all of them wanted paperwork from people who had fallen through a portal in torn dresses. He closed the application page.

"So that option's out for now," he said. “But that’s okay. We’ll save our money and all agree on something nice, later.”

Raven looked at him carefully. "You're doing that thing where you sound calm because you're annoyed."

"Astute."

"What are you annoyed at?" she asked.

Ben laughed once without humor. "Mostly bureaucracy."

Sage leaned back against the couch, frustrated energy all over her. "Then what? We just wait?"

"No,” Ben said. “We make this place better, we save money, and we figure out the rest."

Luna glanced over at him, clearly interested.

Ben kept going. "I can look into what you'd need for documents. Maybe there's some version that doesn't suck. We can put money aside every week. We can fix things here instead of pretending this house is just temporary." He glanced around the living room, at the lamp Luna always turned on, at Murphy's toys under the chair, at the black cardigan Raven had left over the arm of the couch. "And when we do move, we're moving because it's right, not because I'm panicking that I haven't solved your whole future fast enough."

Nobody said anything right away. It was clear everyone was thinking, digesting what he had said. Then Sage shifted around on the floor until she could look up at him properly.

"You really think that, don't you?" she asked.

"Think what?" Ben said.

"Act like if there isn't a perfect answer by tomorrow, you've failed us," Sage replied.

Ben opened his mouth to say something, then closed it with a grunt. Raven made a soft little sound like she had just watched a knife hit its target. Luna's hand came to rest on his forearm, cool and steady.

Ben stared at the closed laptop on his knees. "I just want to give you all a good life."

Raven climbed halfway into his lap and kissed him hard enough to shut off the part of his brain preparing to apologize.

When she pulled back, her eyes were bright. "You do."

Luna moved closer and tucked herself against his shoulder. "You already are."

Sage came up from the floor and wedged herself against his legs, arms around his waist, cheek against his stomach exactly the way she did when she wanted comfort but hated asking for it.

"And if we end up in a bigger place later, good,” Sage said. “But I like this place because it's ours with you in it."

He put one hand in Sage's hair, the other around Raven's back, and felt Luna's fingers slide onto his arm.

"You know, you’re allowed to want things too," Luna said quietly.

Ben looked at her. "I do want things."

Raven smiled. "Then say them."

He laughed a little and smiled. “Let’s see, Sage, Luna, and Raven.”

"I like that answer," Sage murmured into his shirt.

Raven smiled, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

"I want you here," he said. "Here in this life. And I want a better place, with a better kitchen and a yard for Murphy. In a perfect world, I could stop thinking in terms of if, and start thinking in terms of when."

Raven pressed her forehead to his. Luna's eyes went shining and thoughtful. Sage squeezed him harder around the waist.

Murphy, deciding the emotional weather had turned in his favor, heaved himself halfway into the cuddle pile and shoved his broad head against Sage’s side. Everybody laughed at once, the tension breaking without leaving.

Sage scratched Murphy's neck. "Alright, new plan. We get rich, get papers somehow, and buy a place with a giant shower."

"And a garden," Luna said.

"And a kitchen fit for the kind of cooking you do," Raven added.

Ben smiled. "Tomorrow we start smaller."

"How?" Sage asked.

He tapped the closed laptop. "I show you all the extremely dangerous modern things people use to spend money and improve houses."

Raven's eyes lit up instantly. "You mean more secret little world-magic."

"Online shopping," he said.

Luna looked intrigued. Sage looked suspicious. Raven looked ready to fall in love with capitalism all over again. Ben could not help laughing.

"Come on," he said, pulling the laptop back open. "If we're making plans, you should at least see what we're up against."

They crowded in closer as the screen lit the room blue-white, all four of them bent over possibilities while Murphy sighed against their legs like a dog entirely satisfied with the future so long as it contained these exact people and regular meals. But most importantly, the meals.


Chapter eight


The first twenty minutes of online shopping convinced Ben that modern technology was, at heart, just a different kind of witchcraft with worse customer service.

Raven loved it immediately. She sat cross-legged against his side on the couch, black hair spilling over one shoulder, and treated every listing like an invitation to sin.

"Velvet blackout curtains," she said, pointing at the screen. "Those, obviously. If daylight wishes to enter our home, it should have to beg. Especially on particularly sunny days."

Sage leaned over from the floor and squinted. "Why are there so many lamps shaped like moons?"

"Because people have taste," Raven said.

"They have spending problems," Sage said with a frown.

Raven looked at her. “Sage, we have spending problems.”

Sage frowned. “Sometimes I hate it when you’re right.”

Luna, on Ben's other side, watched everything in thoughtful silence like she was trying to understand the complexity of modern house shopping before passing judgement. Ben clicked through tabs while Murphy snored against the coffee table leg.

"Okay," he said. "Let's stay focused. We are not buying a cursed castle off the internet. We are looking at realistic house stuff. We’re just going to spice this place up a little and make it more to your liking.."

Raven pointed at the screen. "Ohhhhh, black dish towels."

"Those are dish towels," Ben said flatly.

Raven shook her head and tapped the screen again. "But they’re black. They have emotion. I want them."

Sage laughed. "She's right. Those look superior to the ones you have. No offense."

Ben shook his head and added them to the cart anyway. After that, it got silly rather quickly. A matte black electric kettle made Luna lean in closer, interested for the first time in a visibly dangerous way. A shower caddy with absurdly specific compartments delighted Sage for reasons she could not explain and did not try to. Raven found lace-trimmed pillowcases and spoke about them with the gravity of a stateswoman.

Ben found himself enjoying all of it more than he should have. There was something funny and sweet about the women discovering consumer nonsense in layers. The first layer was practical. What is this for? The second was moral. Is it right for us to order it? The third was where they really came alive. Which one says something about me?

He clicked on the kettle to show Luna more details.

Luna straightened a little. "That boils water without fire, right?"

"Yep," Ben said with a nod.

"How quickly?" she asked.

He showed her on the page.

Her brows lifted. "That is irritatingly quick."

Ben smiled. "Because it's useful or because it makes tea easier than your sacred rituals?"

Luna pursed her lips. "Both."

Raven draped herself farther over his shoulder. "Buy it," she whispered into his ear.

Luna gave her a sidelong look. "You do not even drink tea with proper seriousness or appreciation."

"I drink it with enough seriousness,” Raven protested. “It still counts."

Sage pointed at the reviews. "What are these?"

"People leaving opinions," Ben explained.

She stared. "About a kettle?"

“Yeah,” Ben said. "People on the internet leave opinions about everything. Sometimes good, sometimes bad, rarely between."

Sage absorbed that. "The internet sounds like an awful place. I don’t want to go there."

They kept going until the cart got long enough to stop being funny and start looking expensive. Ben trimmed it down, and Raven objected to every cut on principle. Sage backed him up only when she wanted to preserve something she liked more. Luna watched the whole process with mild fascination, as if modern abundance had created a new branch of ethics nobody had warned her about.

Then Ben clicked into the account page. Unfortunately that brought everyone back down a bit, as it required a lot of specific information. Payment method, phone number, email.

Raven saw it first and went quieter. Sage made a face. Luna's eyes tracked each blank field as if reading a spell with hidden costs.

Ben felt it too. Not dramatic enough to wreck the evening, but there it was again. The small dull wall of belonging. They had the beginnings; they all shared his last name legally now, but they still had a long way to go before things were truly real.

"We can get shared stuff," he said, keeping his tone easy. "That's fine. But if any of you want your own accounts later, your own phones, whatever, that gets messier. Or I suppose it’s not if, but when."

Sage leaned back against the couch. "Because paper again."

"Yeah," Ben said. “We’re getting there, but you know. It’s a process.”

Raven tapped the edge of the laptop. "Your world loves proving people exist."

"It really does," Ben agreed.

Luna rested one fingertip against the table of contents bar on the shopping page. "And if someone cannot prove she exists, she may still buy an electric kettle through you, but not become legible in the larger system."

Ben looked at her. "That is annoyingly accurate."

She gave him a faint smile. "I am learning."

Raven huffed a sigh. "Well. Then buy the kettle in your powerful legal name, Benjamin Ford."

"Happy to wield my bureaucracy for good," Ben said.

He finished the order; the tea kettle, dish towels, a new shower caddy, a set of black storage baskets Raven had successfully argued were both practical and seductive. When the confirmation page came up, Sage leaned in.

"That's it?" she asked.

Ben nodded. "That's it."

She frowned at him, then back at the laptop. "We just tell a box to come to the house and then it does?"

Ben shrugged. "Eventually, yeah."

Sage looked honestly offended. "Why did humanity invent all the other stores?"

Ben laughed. "Because some people like leaving the house."

"Idiots," she said.

Raven stretched like a cat. "I feel changed by this experience."

"You say that every time you encounter convenience," Ben pointed out.

Raven glanced at him. "Because convenience is changing me."

Luna had gone quiet again, but not in the same way as before. Her gaze had drifted from the shopping page to the row of little icons at the bottom of the screen. Internet browser, maps, photos. Things Ben used so often he forgot they were miracles until somebody else looked at them freshly.

"You can ask it things, you know," he said.

Luna looked at him. "The machine?"

"The internet through the machine, yeah."

Raven laughed. "That was the least mystical sentence ever spoken."

Ben clicked open the browser and turned the laptop a little toward Luna. "Go ahead."

She hesitated. That was rare enough to catch his attention. Then she touched the trackpad carefully, moving the little arrow with visible concentration.

"Anything?" she asked.

"Anything reasonable," Ben said.

Sage snorted. "Coward."

Luna ignored her. She typed slowly with two elegant fingers, paused twice to correct herself, then hit enter.

Murphy training advice. Ben smiled before he could stop himself.

Pages appeared at once: articles, videos, forums, people explaining leash pressure and treats and consistency with an amount of confidence that suggested nobody had ever met an actual dog.

Luna stared, eyes wide. "So many people have devoted thought to this," she said.

"Welcome to the internet," Ben told her. “It’s a collection of the world’s knowledge, and we mostly use it to post cat pictures and argue about politics.”

She clicked a video. A cheerful woman appeared, kneeling beside an improbably patient golden retriever. Murphy lifted his head from the floor at the sound of another dog and watched with mild suspicion.

Raven laughed. "He's jealous."

Sage scratched his side with her foot. Murphy panted and looked at her with absolute adoration.

Luna watched a full minute of the video with complete seriousness, then clicked another. And another. Her posture changed as she went. Less guarded precision, more simple engagement. Her shoulders relaxed. She asked a few questions about what terms meant, but less and less. Soon she was just following whatever caught her eye.

Ben sat back and let her. That was the thing he kept learning about her. She approached new things with fascination and seriousness, but every so often there was a point where reverence gave way to plain appetite. Once she trusted something not to shame her for not understanding it immediately, she could get wonderfully, quietly absorbed.

“There is so much,” Luna said quietly. “So many videos. And so much text that people have written. And it’s this way about other topics?”

“Yeah,” Ben said. “I look up a lot of cooking recipes online, too. There are more of those than you can count.”

After a while Raven slid off the couch and announced she was taking a bath before she got sleepy enough to become unreasonable. Sage followed her upstairs after a long kiss to Ben's jaw and a promise that she might steal him later if she stayed awake.

Then it was just him and Luna in the living room, Murphy sprawled at their feet, the laptop glowing between them.

Luna clicked from dog training to a map of Baltimore. The city bloomed under her fingertips, showing streets, neighborhoods, little blue water inlets, and green patches of park. She zoomed out too far, blinked, then zoomed back in.

"You can see all of it," she said quietly.

"Pretty much, yeah" Ben said.

She dragged the map east. The harbor came into view in blue-gray curves. Ben watched her face more than the screen. Her eyes had that reflective look they got when she was fitting a new piece into the world. But underneath it now was something lighter. Curiosity with less armor on.

"You don't have to understand every part before you enjoy it," he said.

Luna kept looking at the map. "I know."

He said nothing, only let her keep exploring. But after a moment, she flashed a quick smile at him.

"No, that was a lie. I prefer to understand things first. It feels safer." She smiled and looked back at the computer.

Ben leaned back into the couch. "Yeah. I figured."

Her fingers left the trackpad. For a second he thought she might retreat from it, fold back into poise, let the moment close. Instead she looked down at her hands in her lap.

"When I was a girl," she said, "my grandmother would make tea before dawn. Always the same way. Water first, leaves measured exactly, three clockwise turns with the spoon, never four." She smiled to herself, small and private. "I still count the turns."

Ben could picture it easily. Luna half awake in pale light, exact as prayer.

"Why clockwise?" Ben asked.

"I asked once." She glanced at him. "She said because the world was already difficult enough without inviting confusion into the cup."

He laughed softly. "That sounds like old people logic."

"It was old priestess logic, which is worse," Luna replied.

He watched her tuck one pale strand of hair behind her ear. "You still do it because it works, or because it feels like control?" he asked.

Luna considered that for a moment. "Both." Then she looked back at the screen, at the harbor map still waiting there. "But this evening has been..." She paused, searching for the right word and seeming mildly annoyed that it did not arrive at once. "Pleasantly unearned."

Ben smiled. "Pleasantly unearned?"

Luna nodded. "I did not study for it, or prepare, or master a set of rules and earn competence. I simply sat here and asked a machine to show me dogs and water."

"Scandalous," Ben said, holding both hands up.

She laughed at that. "A little, yes." Her laughter faded and her voice grew more gentle. "I think I like not knowing everything for five minutes, if I am with someone who does not punish me for it."

Ben reached over and rested his hand lightly over hers on the couch cushion. "Luna, I promise I am never gonna mock you for learning how the internet works."

"That is generous,” she said. “I may still deserve some mocking if I become obsessed with electric tea kettles."

"I'll risk it," Ben said with a smile.

Her free hand reached out and touched his for a moment, then their fingers intertwined. She clicked again, opening photos of the harbor. Evening lights over the water, boats tied along the docks. A restaurant patio full of people in summer clothes with burgers and beers on dark tables.

Luna's gaze lingered there, as if she was trying to decide how she felt about the image.

"Is that near enough to reach easily?" she asked.

"Yeah," Ben said. "Not bad. It’s just down at the harbor."

"It is beautiful," Luna said.

He looked at the screen, then at Luna, then back at the screen. He decided to give her something lighthearted to finish the night. Luna was still studying the waterfront, unaware she'd just handed him tomorrow.

Ben closed the photo and clicked over to something sillier before she could get suspicious. "All right. Last lesson for the night."

Her eyes narrowed. "That tone suggests nonsense."

"It absolutely does," Ben agreed.

He opened a video of a corgi in a tiny vampire cape trying and failing to bark menacingly. It ran in a circle, tripped, and farted noisily before finally flopping down on its side.

Luna stared for one second, then another. Then she laughed hard enough to lean into him.

Murphy lifted his head, offended by the betrayal.

Luna rested her temple against his shoulder, still smiling. "Perhaps tomorrow you may show us the real harbor instead of only its little glowing image."

Ben kept his face neutral with effort. "Maybe I can manage that."

She nodded, content with the idea and unsuspecting enough to make him feel pleased with himself.

Upstairs, he heard Raven laugh at something Sage said through the bathroom door. The house was warm. The dog was snoring again. Luna's hand still rested in his.

Ben looked once more at the closed tab where the harbor pictures waited.

Tomorrow, he decided what he was going to do: He'd make breakfast and keep it casual. Tell them to get dressed. Then he'd drive them down there and pretend the whole thing had not become a plan the second Luna admitted she liked being surprised.

Beside him, she murmured, half to herself, "I do not think I will ever grow tired of your world's ridiculous little miracles."

Ben squeezed her hand once. "Good."

And already, quietly, he was planning lunch by the water.


Chapter nine


Ben woke up before the alarm and stayed there, lying still for a minute, just listening. It had sort of become his new morning ritual.

Three different breathing rhythms all smothering him. The old ceiling fan ticking overhead. A truck grumbling somewhere outside on the block. Murphy shifting on his bed and giving one soft sleepy huff like he approved of dawn in principle but not in detail.

Raven had migrated halfway over him again during the night. Luna slept on her back with one hand resting over her stomach, composed even when unconscious. Sage was turned away from him at first glance, but one foot was hooked over his ankle in a move that felt almost possessive in a way that made him smile.

Ben looked at the pale blue light edging through the curtains and smiled to himself. He already knew what he was doing. Today was going to be a good day.

Luna's quiet awe over the harbor map had settled into his head and stayed there. Not as a big declaration or event, but just as a simple thing to do that would make the witches happy. Get them out and feed them something good. Let them see another piece of the city with no pressure attached.

He eased out of bed carefully, a process complicated by Raven's leg and Sage's foot and his own stupid desire not to wake anyone. He nearly made it.

"You’re sneaking," Raven murmured without opening her eyes.

"I am escaping," Ben whispered. “At least, I’m trying.”

She tightened her leg for one second. "Rude. You’re my property and I refuse to let you go."

"It’s only temporary," Ben promised.

Luna opened her eyes next, clear almost at once. "Why are you smiling like that?"

Ben paused with one foot on the floor. "I smile normally, you know."

"No," Sage muttered from behind him, voice thick with sleep. "That one's plotting. I know a plotting smile when I see it."

“Sage,” Ben said. “You’re behind me. You can’t even see my smile.”

“I’m a witch,” she explained. “I can always see your smile. Don’t make me set you on fire.”

He looked back. One green eye cracked open. There was a pillow crease on her pretty cheek, and the sheet had moved around enough to expose half of her ass.

"You three are acting like I’m up to something,” Ben said as he turned back, bent over, and kissed Sage right on the butt. .

Raven finally opened both eyes and smiled lazily. "Good morning, suspicious man."

Ben crawled back onto the bed and kissed her on the cheek. “Good morning, my dear,” he said, then pecked Luna on the lips. “And to you as well.”

Sage grunted and wiggled her butt.

Ben crawled over to her, passed by her face, and planted a noisy kiss on her right ass cheek, then another one on her left. “Good morning, love of my life,” he said, then kissed her ass again. “Oh, how I have missed your touch.” Another kiss. “I want to stay close to you today.” Yet another kiss, then he hugged her butt tightly and used it as a pillow.

“Careful,” Sage said, arching her back slightly. “I’m enjoying that far too much and I’ll use magic to keep you there.”

Ben considered that for a moment, then kissed her butt cheek one more time. “Promise?”

Sage laughed and shook her hips at him. Even Luna got a laugh out of that.

“Okay that’s no fair,” Raven said. “I want morning booty kisses.”

“Soon,” Ben said, planting one more noisy kiss on Sage’s impossibly round ass. “First, I want to make everyone breakfast."

"You always make breakfast," Raven said.

"Exactly,” Ben agreed. “This is all very normal. No cause for interrogation." He gave Sage one more kiss on her ass, bringing a giggle out of her.

That made Raven laugh. Luna gave him a look that said she knew perfectly well he was up to something and intended to allow it for now.

Ben straightened up and both Raven and Luna looked down, noticing his raging erection.

“Well, good morning,” Raven said.

Sage turned and looked at his cock over her shoulder. “It seems someone else has woken up as well.”

Ben shrugged, then reached down and grabbed onto Sage’s butt with both hands. “Can you blame me? Okay, let me make some breakfast before I get sidetracked by beauty.”

“Oh, just one more thing,” Sage said, spreading her legs.

Ben looked down at the view, of her round ass curving up toward the sky, the arch in her slender lower back, her pussy lips peeking out from between her strong thighs. It was quite possibly the most inviting thing he’d ever seen.

“Ugh,” Ben said. “You know how to make things difficult.”

Sage winked at him. “I specialize in making life difficult.”

Downstairs he let Murphy out, started coffee, and got to work. He kept it a little better than usual without making it suspicious. Thick-cut French toast with cinnamon and vanilla. Scrambled eggs soft enough to please Raven. Bacon because Sage would always want a slice. Sliced strawberries because Luna always ate fruit first if he put it on the plate.

He noticed himself doing it and didn't stop. Who'd eaten enough, who needed water, who had coffee in front of them before they got fully verbal. The habits came naturally now, and he enjoyed it. He liked taking care of them. It made him feel necessary and important in a way that scratched his lizard brain, the deepest parts of his male psyche that evolved hundreds of thousands of years ago. He was their protector and their provider. In return, they made his house a home.

By the time the women came downstairs, the kitchen smelled like bacon and coffee and toast. Murphy was already fed and deeply pleased with life in general.

Raven drifted in first in one of his black shirts, hair wild, expression hungry in more ways than one. "You are doing some rather lovely things with breakfast."

Luna followed, tying up her pale hair with one hand. "I smell cinnamon."

Sage arrived last, rubbing sleep from one eye. She also wore one of Ben’s old t-shirts, one that didn’t cover her ass at all, which meant she walked around fully nude from the waist down. No one complained. She walked into the kitchen and went directly for the bacon pan.

Ben blocked her with the spatula. "No."

"This is oppression," she said with a fierce little scowl. She leaned in closer. “And after all of those booty kisses. I thought you truly loved me, Ben.”

Ben laughed and pointed at a nearby chair with his spatula. "Sit, loves of my life."

She looked at the pan, then at him, then sat with a put-upon sigh. "I live under tyranny," she said with an exaggerated groan.

They ate at the table with morning light warming the edge of the counter. Raven stole from his plate and called it romantic. Sage did it three times and called it efficiency. Luna drank coffee with reverence and studied him over the rim of the mug often enough that he knew the surprise was not fooling her.

Halfway through breakfast, Raven set down her fork. "All right. What is it?"

Ben kept his eyes on his plate. "What is what?"

"The thing," she said.

"There is no thing," Ben insisted.

Sage chewed, swallowed, and pointed at him with a strip of bacon. "There is absolutely a thing. I know things. I’m an expert on things."

Luna gave a small little knowing smile. "You’re looking at all of us in sequence to make sure we are fed enough for an outing."

Ben looked up. "Wow. Betrayed by pattern recognition."

Sage leaned back in her chair. “Okay, I didn’t realize that much. I just noticed how this morning started. I was ready for some impromptu sex but even my ass couldn’t force you to stay. You practically fled the bedroom to make us breakfast instead. You still owe my ass an apology, by the way. And my ass only accepts certain things as apologies.”

Raven brightened instantly. "Wait, an outing?"

Ben took a bite of his last piece of bacon. "Maybe."

Raven held his gaze. "Ben."

He held up one hand. "Everyone finish breakfast first. Then we’ll get dressed."

Raven gasped. Sage grinned. Luna only shook her head, but her eyes had gone brighter.

"Should we wear anything specific?" Luna asked.

"Uhhh, try something in black," Ben said.

Raven put a hand to her chest. "He does know us."

“Should I change?” Sage asked. Ben looked over at her and she spread her knees apart, giving him a view of the happiest place in the universe.

“Careful there,” Ben warned. “Or I’ll cancel the trip and drag you upstairs for five minutes of disappointment.”

Sage laughed and closed her legs.

They got ready in a rush that was somehow both chaotic and practiced now. Ben took Murphy for a quick walk while the women washed their faces and got dressed upstairs and argued through the open bedroom door about earrings.

When he came back in, all three were standing in the hallway in black sundresses that made the old house feel abruptly too small for them. Not because of their size, but because of their incredible beauty. They belonged in a palace somewhere, or at least a mansion.

Ben found himself absolutely loving that the women had all taken to sundresses so hard. Each of them had a dozen, and not much else. And somehow that just felt right.

Raven's dress swayed around her thick thighs when she moved. Luna's was simple and elegant enough to make her look regal. Sage's fit nicely everywhere except for her ass, where it held on for dear life.

Ben stopped with Murphy's leash still in his hand.

Raven smiled immediately. "What’s going on?"

"You three are just so damn beautiful," he said.

Sage looked pleased and tried to hide it by adjusting a strap that did not need adjusting. Luna came down the last step and slipped her hand into his for one brief second.

"Where are you taking us?" she asked, looking up into his eyes.

"You'll see," Ben said.

He threw on a pair of dark jeans and a plain black t-shirt, since their style was rubbing off on him. Raven had even suggested he grow his hair out, so he was avoiding a haircut. It was still short, of course, and would take a year or two to reach any real length. Well, maybe. Raven did casually mention that she could use magic to make his hair grow faster.

Once everyone was ready, Ben gave all the witches a round of kisses and then they walked to the car. That was the first clue it wasn't work. They always walked to work.

The second was heading toward the water instead of toward Nighttime Oddities. Traffic thickened and thinned in familiar city rhythms while the women watched everything out the windows with the interest of people still not over cars, bridges, and the absurd amount of brick in Baltimore.

At least it was late enough that morning rush hour was long gone. It was still a busy city, but they weren’t in any sort of hectic situation. Some people still drove like assholes, because Baltimore, but overall it wasn’t a bad journey.

When the harbor finally opened ahead of them in a sweep of water and walkways and glass and old ships moored like museum ghosts, Raven let out a low delighted sound.

"Oh, that's unfairly pretty," she said.

Sage leaned forward between the seats and growled at Ben. "You little shit. You planned this."

Ben smiled without looking away from the road. "Watch your language, my dear."

"Fuck no," she replied, suppressing a giggle.

He found parking after one annoying loop and one near-loss to an SUV. Then they were out in the bright late morning, the harbor breeze coming off the water cooler than the streets had been.

The place was lively without being packed. Families, tourists, a few joggers. The water reflected the sky in a slightly murky fashion. Boats bumped gently against their berths. Somewhere nearby, somebody was frying food in a way that made everyone take note.

Raven took a slow turn in place, dark hair lifting in the wind. "Well. That seems ominous."

Ben laughed. "You're happy."

She nodded. "I am. I reserve the right to be ominous while happy."

Luna stood near the railing, looking out over the water with that same quiet concentration she'd had over the laptop screen, except this time the scale of it touched her differently. The movement, the gulls, the people, the old ship masts against the sky.

Sage came up beside Ben and bumped his shoulder with hers. "Okay, this was a good surprise."

"Yeah?" Ben asked.

She nodded once and smiled up at him. "Yeah."

He bent down and kissed her on the lips. Her smile remained for a moment, her emerald eyes staring into his. Then she went back to watching the harbor.

Ben let them roam a little. That turned out to be the right move. Usually he tracked everything. Time, route, next task, who needed what. Here he left the day open.

They walked the old cobblestone street. Raven stopped to admire a street violinist and tipped him because she liked the sound of live music by water. Luna read every historical plaque she found with absolute seriousness. Sage wanted to know why anyone built a ship that large out of wood and then immediately admitted she respected the stubbornness of the task.

Ben bought bottled water from a kiosk before anybody asked, then handed Luna one first because she'd had coffee and no water yet, then Sage, then Raven, who smiled at him like she'd caught him being himself again.

"What?" he said.

"You notice everything," Raven said.

"I notice dehydration," Ben corrected.

"You notice us," Raven said as she unscrewed the water bottle. “Our protector,” she murmured softly.

They passed shops and kiosks and families eating ice cream too early, although Raven pointed out it was never too early for ice cream. A little girl in a black tutu spotted Raven and openly stared at her like she'd seen a fairy tale made flesh. Raven bowed solemnly. The girl bowed back.

By noon, Ben steered them toward the restaurant he'd picked out, in the Fells Point district. It sat close enough to the water with lots of dark wood and the kind of menu that took burgers way too seriously in a way he thought the women would love. Of course, he wasn’t even sure they had ever eaten a burger before.

Inside, the hostess looked at their little group, smiled a little too brightly, and led them to a table for four. The menu did exactly what he'd hoped. Exotic meat, too many toppings, local beer list, enough swagger to make ordering fun.

Raven read first and laughed. "Bison?"

Luna looked down the beer section with immediate curiosity. Sage had already found wild boar and looked personally challenged by it.

Ben leaned back in the booth and watched them take it in.

Raven tapped the menu. "I want the bison burger with avocado."

"Of course you do," Sage said.

"It sounds dark and luxurious," Raven insisted.

Luna smiled faintly. "I think I want the pulled pork sliders."

Sage didn't look up. "Wild boar burger with chipotle cheddar. And sriracha mayo."

Ben nodded. "Yeah, that tracks."

"What are you getting?" Raven asked.

"Regular bacon cheeseburger,” Ben said. “I am the boring center holding this operation together."

"You are a coward among artists," Sage said, still without looking up. “Oh wait, they have alligator burgers? Now that’s tempting.”

The beers took a little more discussing. Raven chose a dark porter because the description said chocolate and smoke and that was apparently enough to seduce her. Luna picked a wheat beer after asking two careful questions of the server. Sage chose an IPA mostly because the server warned it was aggressive. Ben ordered a local pilsner and promised himself he was keeping it to one.

Food came after about ten minutes, and with it a new round of delighted reactions.

Raven took one bite of the bison burger and closed her eyes. "Oh, I understand why your world survives its own nonsense. This tastes like a dream."

Luna looked impressed by the sliders. Sage bit into the wild boar burger and laughed mid-chew in a way that made Ben grin before he'd even tasted his own food.

They ate and talked and watched the harbor through the glass. Ben noticed who needed fries pushed their way, who was drinking faster than they'd planned, whose cheeks had gone a little pink after the second round. Mostly Sage, of course.

He stuck to his one beer, since he had to drive. The women did not, but that was okay.

Raven got a second porter and then, after a reckless little consultation with Sage, a third drink none of them strictly needed. Sage followed gladly. Luna, who went rosy and soft around the edges with alcohol instead of loud, allowed herself a second and then a third because Raven kissed her cheek and called it supportive.

By the time the check came, all three women were warm-eyed and laughing too easily.

Ben paid while Raven leaned on his shoulder and declared him magnanimous. Sage stole one last fry off his plate with the solemn concentration of a drunk thief. Luna thanked the server with such serene grace that the poor woman nearly dropped the receipt folder.

Outside, the harbor had turned brighter and softer at once. The women walked close around him, a little looser, a little louder. Raven hooked both hands over his arm and leaned her full weight into him just because she could. Luna smiled at things longer than usual. Sage laughed with her whole body and kept brushing against him like she wanted to make sure he was still there.

Seeing them like that in public, happy enough to be careless, made him smile. Somehow, a few beers made all of this feel more real, like they belonged here in this world. And he suspected they felt it, too.

For one brief sharp second, the feeling caught him off guard. His mom would have adored this. His dad would have made one dry joke, then another, then quietly paid for appetizers no one had ordered. They would have liked the women. They would have liked how alive the house sounded now.

Ben looked away toward the water and got his face back under control before anybody could ask.

Raven saw enough anyway. Her fingers tightened on his arm. She didn't say anything. Just rested her head briefly against his shoulder as they walked.

By the time they reached the car, Sage was grinning at nothing and Luna had the soft, slow look of someone pleasantly untethered from precision. Raven slid into the back seat and immediately kicked off her sandals.

"Scandalous," Ben said.

"My feet cannot be contained," Raven announced.

Sage claimed the front passenger seat and reached for his hand the second he started the engine. "Drive us home, responsible man."

He laced his fingers with hers and pulled out of the lot while Raven and Luna dissolved into laughter in the back over something too quiet for him to catch. They noisily kissed a few times and Luna’s hands started wandering before the seatbelt got in the way. After that, she announced that she no longer enjoyed car safety.

The city rolled past in sunlit flashes. He drove one-handed, careful and content, with Sage warm beside him and the others a little drunk behind him.

When Raven leaned forward between the seats and whispered, "We're going upstairs the second we get home," with absolutely no attempt at subtlety, Sage barked out a laugh and Luna made a soft embarrassed sound that somehow held agreement.

Ben smiled and kept driving toward their home. That, he thought, was a very promising end to a very good day.


Chapter ten


By the time Ben pulled up in front of the house, Raven was singing badly in the back seat about burgers, Luna was laughing every time Sage tried to harmonize and failed on purpose, and Sage was still holding his hand over the center console like she thought he might disappear if she let go.

He shut off the engine and looked at the three of them. Raven's lipstick was a little smudged. Luna's pale hair had come loose around her face. Sage had gone from sharp-eyed and cocky to openly warm, cheeks pink from beer and sun and attention. All three women looked happy in that loose unguarded way alcohol sometimes allowed and fear rarely did.

"Okay," he said, turning in his seat. "Is everyone walking straight enough to survive the front steps?"

Raven put a hand to her chest. "How insulting. How could you even imply we aren’t?"

Luna smiled dreamily. "I am graceful."

Sage squeezed his hand once. "I'm great."

"You had three beers," Ben reminded her. “Three rather large beers.”

Sage nodded. "I'm incredibly great."

He laughed and got out of the car, then led the women to their rowhome. The second he unlocked the front door, Murphy exploded into barking. Full-body, outraged joy that they'd had the nerve to leave him behind in a world where restaurants did not yet honor his gifts.

"Oh, there’s my boy," Raven said, already melting.

Murphy hit them like a furry battering ram. He launched himself first at Ben, then at all three women in a wild rotation of forgiveness and accusation. Raven dropped to her knees and got licked across the face. Luna sat right down on the entry rug so she could wrap both arms around his neck. Sage grabbed his broad head between both hands and kissed his snout like a woman greeting a war hero.

"Yes, yes, we betrayed you," Ben said, shutting the door behind them. "We know."

Murphy sneezed in his direction and ran a lap into the living room because happiness had to be completed at speed.

The house felt warm after the harbor. Close in the nicest way. It still smelled faintly of coffee from breakfast and whatever clean-laundry detergent he'd used last week. Familiar things. Safe things.

Raven kicked off her sandals in the hallway and looked at Ben with sudden wicked focus. "Upstairs, mister. Right now. My body needs your body."

Luna laughed, softer now. "At least pretend to be subtle."

Raven looked shocked. "Why would I do that?"

Sage was already tugging at the hem of her sundress. "She has a point."

Ben leaned one shoulder against the wall and crossed his arms. "You’re all drunk."

"Tipsy," Raven corrected.

"Affectionately unstable," Sage added.

Luna pushed herself up from the rug with Murphy's help, which was to say Murphy stood there and she used him as furniture for one second. "He is deciding whether to be responsible."

"He's deciding very hard," Raven said.

Sage was smiling, but there was a restless edge in her today. The same current he'd noticed at the restaurant when she'd laughed too hard and then gone quiet and slid closer to him. Daring first, asking second. If she wanted something, she'd probably come at it sideways and with a grin sharp enough to hide in.

His gaze dropped briefly to the little metal hairpin tucked above her ear, where she'd used it to keep one side of her bright red hair back.

She wore one often enough that he had started noticing it. Sometimes he found her upstairs with it in hand, absentmindedly dragging the point along her thumb or the edge of the dresser when she was wound up and pretending not to be.

Ben pushed off the wall. "Alright."

Raven grinned triumphantly. "Excellent."

He pointed at Murphy first because somebody in this house had to take care of things. "Quick yard break for the dog, then upstairs. Nobody falls down the stairs naked, nobody blames me if they're dizzy, and if one of you throws up on my bed you all have to clean it up."

Sage barked out a laugh. "I never throw up."

"What about that time with the sacrificial wine?" Luna asked.

Sage’s eyes narrowed. “I maintain that the wine had gone sour.”

He got Murphy into the yard and back in again while the women drifted upstairs to their bedroom. By the time he made it up there, he found exactly what he'd expected and still wasn't prepared for.

Raven had already pulled off her dress and was standing at the foot of the bed in black thong panties and nothing else, hair wild over her shoulders. Luna sat on the edge of the mattress barefoot, unzipping her dress with careful drunken concentration. Sage was halfway out of hers and stuck for one brief hilarious second before ripping it over her head and tossing it at a chair.

"Elegant," Ben said.

Sage shrugged. "Yeah, but I won."

That got him smiling right as Raven crossed to him, caught his shirt in both fists, and kissed him like she'd been waiting through the whole drive. Warm mouth, beer on her breath, laughter still in her. Her body, soft, curvy, and inviting.

Behind her, Luna made a soft sound that was almost a sigh. Sage reached back and unclasped her bra, then stared at Ben with the direct green-eyed hunger that always made him feel a little cornered in the best possible way. Well. There went any remaining thought of moderation.

They made a mess of undressing each other because they were all too happy and a little too buzzed for precision. Raven got his shirt over his head and immediately ran both hands down his chest like she was collecting a prize. Luna, once free of her dress, leaned in to kiss him slower, deeper, one hand at the back of his neck. Sage got his belt open with impressive efficiency, then laughed when his jeans nearly caught on one ankle and he had to step out of them.

"Everyone is very helpful," Ben said.

"We're doing our part," Raven told him solemnly.

The bed took them in a loose tumble of skin and laughter. Murphy, having followed the general migration upstairs, jumped onto his dog bed in the corner, turned three times, and collapsed with a huff that suggested the humans were once again doing some tedious group ritual not worth further review.

Ben kissed Raven first because she was right there and because she always came at him like a lit fuse. Then Luna, who opened for him with quiet heat that went straight through his ribs. Then Sage, who kissed like a challenge even when she was needy, one hand hard in his hair and the other sliding down his back.

The four of them, giggling and laughing, all crawled onto the bed. Ben kissed Sage, Luna kissed Raven. Ben kissed Luna, Raven kissed Sage. Fingers and tongues explored with reckless abandon.

Ben took his time with them because that was half the pleasure, maybe more. Raven stretched out beneath his hands and smiled at him with open delight while he kissed his way down her body and made her squirm. His lips went from her massive breasts down to her soft stomach.

Sage laid down next to them, briefly leaning over to kiss Raven first. Luna climbed on top of her, pinning her down by her shoulders before kissing her aggressively. Her lips traced down Sage’s body, across her chest and to her perky breasts. Luna gently nibbled on each soft, pink nipple until it hardened, then worked her way down to Sage’s flat stomach.

Ben and Luna both smiled at each other, then settled between the other women’s thighs. Ben held onto Raven’s hips while he ate her pussy, but after a moment he felt something brush his right hand. He glanced over and saw it was Luna. With a smile, he held her hand and went back to pleasing Raven.

After a moment Raven and Sage held hands as well, and rather tightly when the orgasms began. Their moans filled the roam, as did their shouts when things got intense. Luna nudged Ben after a moment and they switched places.

“Right where you belong,” Sage said, smiling down at Ben as he settled between her thick, strong thighs.

He ran his tongue up her soaking wet pussy, then when Sage pulled her legs far back he pushed his tongue inside her, savoring her flavor. Ben gently ran his tongue all the way from her asshole up to her clit, bringing a shiver out of the woman.

“I love how you treat my body,” she said, her voice breathy.

Her hands slid down her hips, grabbing onto the sides of her voluminous ass, spreading herself open. Ben spent a few more minutes devouring both her pussy and ass, worshipping her like the goddess she was.

“I need you,” Sage said after a few minutes.

She reached down with both hands, grabbing onto his hair, his face, pulling him closer. Ben moved up and wiped all the pussy juice from his face with one hand, then wiped that onto the head of his cock. He lined himself up with her and pushed himself inside, bringing a loud moan from Sage.

“Oh, that’s what I needed,” Sage said, a smile spreading across her face. After three thrusts her eyes snapped open. “No wait. Do them first; I want you to finish inside me.”

“Why do you get it?” Raven pouted as she crawled closer, her heavy breasts hanging down.

“Because I want to try something,” Raven said as she pushed herself up into a kneeling position.

Before Ben could say much, Luna practically tackled him. She pushed him on his back and took hold of his cock, then spat on the tip. After lining herself up with it, she slid down and began riding him, slowly at first. The way she took charge made Ben feel like he was her property, and he was one hundred percent okay with that.

“I know what I want,” Raven said as she crawled over to Ben.

She threw a thick thigh over Ben’s face, practically smothering him in the best possible way. Ben grabbed onto her hips, holding her tightly in place as he tongued her pussy. Looking up, the view was simply amazing. Raven’s thighs practically squishing his head, her soft stomach, her massive breasts, her beautiful face smiling with closed eyes as she enjoyed being thoroughly pleased.

“Well, now I feel left out,” Sage muttered.

She shuffled up to Raven and grabbed onto her, then pulled their faces together. They kissed rather noisily while Ben continued working his tongue along Raven’s pussy. Luna leaned forward slightly, grabbing onto Raven’s voluptuous ass and giving it a squeeze, then moving her hands up to Raven’s waist. She held on tightly while she continued working her hips up and down on Ben’s lap.

Ben felt like he was drowning in happiness. Every bit of him was covered with beauty. Raven wiggled her hips a bit and a tremble ran through her curvy body as she rapidly approached orgasm. Sage reached out and pinched both of her nipples rather firmly, bringing a shout from Raven.

After one more orgasm, Raven and Sage switched places. Wearing Sage’s thighs as ear muffs was the best kind of awesome, especially when her body shook and trembled in orgasmic bliss.

Finally, Raven moved Luna aside so she could take her turn. The look on her face was pure excitement as she took hold of Ben’s cock and guided it inside her. She settled on his lap, her thick thighs on each side of his waist and her massive breasts pushed together.

Ben reached up and grabbed onto those huge breasts of hers, squeezing them and rubbing his thumbs over her pink nipples until they hardened. He gave them a pinch, bringing another moan out of Raven.

Before he could do much else, Luna crawled up and sat on his face. She shifted around, setting her pussy right on his mouth, then reached down between her legs and ran her fingers through his hair.

Ben’s view of Luna was equally incredible; looking up he saw her toned stomach, then her perky breasts and Luna’s incredibly beautiful face smiling down at him. She looked at him with pure love and adoration as she gently moved her hips, working her soaking wet pussy across his tongue.

Raven’s body tensed up and her thighs squeezed Ben’s sides as she rapidly approached orgasm. Sensing this, Sage hurried over to her, grabbing her by the hair and kissing her. Her other hand snaked down Raven’s soft stomach, then rubbed on her clitoris. Raven cried out against Sage’s lips as she orgasmed, then again as Sage got a second orgasm from her.

“Okay, I can’t wait any longer,” Sage said. She grabbed Raven with both hands, holding her by her hair, and kissed her deeply for a few seconds, then gently pushed her off.

Before Ben could say anything, Sage had mounted him and was riding him fast and hard. Luna moved off his face and went to Sage, kissing her shoulder and gently caressing her back. Raven moved to her other side, doing the same.

Sage reached out with both hands, resting them on Ben’s chest to support herself as she worked her wide hips up and down. She held his gaze, the look in her eyes both loving and defiant. Always defiant.

“What did you want to try?” Luna asked her, then kissed her shoulder.

Sage rode Ben for a few more seconds, then moved off him and crawled to the side. She spread her knees and arched her back, sticking that magnificent ass of hers up while glancing at Ben over her shoulder.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Ben said as he moved up behind her and immediately pushed his cock inside her.

He held onto Sage’s hips as he pounded her from behind. Sage tossed her hair and looked at him over her shoulder, trying to keep eye contact. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but the sheer pleasure of sex kept driving the thoughts out of her mind.

“You didn’t answer,” Luna said, moving next to Sage and tracing her fingers down the woman’s lower back. “What did you want to try?”

Sage held Ben’s gaze. “I want you to cum in my ass, Ben.”

Ben slowed for a moment, then looked down at the incredible roundness in his hands. He looked back up at Sage and smiled.

“I’d love to,” he said. “Are you ready?”

In reply, Sage raised a hand and snapped her fingers. “I am now,” she said.

Ben stopped. “Just like that?”

Sage nodded. “Magic is a hell of a thing, Ben.”

Raven kissed her way down Sage’s back and Luna grabbed onto her ass. She kissed each of her cheeks, then leaned over and kissed her way down Ben’s stomach. Luna swirled her tongue around Sage’s tight little pink asshole for a moment, then grabbed onto the base of Ben’s cock and opened her mouth.

Ben pulled his cock out of Sage’s pussy and shoved it into Luna’s mouth. She sucked hard on it, then he pulled it out and stuck it back into Sage. They did that a few times and Luna toyed with Sage’s ass at the same time.

“Gods, I am so ready for this,” Sage said. “When you get close I want you to finish in my ass, Ben.”

Raven grabbed a small bottle of lube from the nightstand and squirted a drop onto her finger. Luna leaned back, allowing her space.

“Are you sure you’re ready?” Raven asked.

“Fuck yes I am,” Sage said. “I’ve always loved my ass played with.”

“That’s true,” Luna said.

Raven gently worked a finger into Sage’s magnificent ass while Ben continued thrusting into her pussy. He felt the increase in pressure from Raven’s finger immediately. He continued at a slow pace, wanting to prolong the sensation as long as he could, but it didn’t take him too long to get close.

Ben told them when he was close to orgasm and pulled his cock out of Sage’s pussy. Raven was there, lube on her hand, and grabbed onto his cock. She gave it a squeeze and smiled at him as she guided it into Sage’s ass.

Ben gave it a gentle push, only working the head of his cock into her tight backdoor. Sage gasped loudly and he stopped, not wanting to harm her. With a loud moan, Sage pushed her hips back, taking almost his full length. Ben groaned as well, and louder when Sage did it again, that time taking every inch of him. He had intended on going slowly, but Sage kept ramming her ass against him, taking all of him with long, hard strokes. He tried to hold off as long as he could, but after only a minute or two of that he erupted inside her ass, shouting her name as he came.

“Oh yes!” Raven said, grabbing onto Sage’s ass with both hands and spreading her incredible cheeks. “Fill her up, Ben!”

Luna reached up and took hold of Ben’s face, kissing him softly as he shook and bucked in orgasmic bliss. She caressed his cheek and looked into his eyes.

“How does your wife’s ass feel?” Luna asked softly, then pecked him on the lips again.

Ben practically collapsed after that, but Sage pushed back against him, ensuring he stayed in her ass. The other women all caressed Sage, covering her in kisses.

“Ugh, that was amazing,” Sage said. “Holy hells, I know what I want from now on.”

Ben pulled his cock out of her ass and flopped down on the bed, still breathing hard. Raven immediately curled up next to him, her soft body like a blanket of love against his side.

“Let’s go clean up and cuddle in bed together,” she said, kissing his cheek.

Sage was still on her knees with her ass in the air. A bit of cum leaked out of her asshole, and Luna stared at it with absolute reverence.

“That might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she said.

Ten minutes later the four of them were in bed, all of the women piled onto Ben. He didn’t say much, because words couldn’t describe exactly what he felt. He knew he cared for them, but that was quickly developing into something much more serious. As he looked over their beautiful, resting faces, he found himself absolutely okay with that.


Chapter eleven


Ben woke up to the sunlight peeking around the edges of his blinds. It was a gentle light, but by some miracle one tiny beam of sunshine made it through a gap and landed right on Sage’s ass, which was exposed because she had a habit of throwing sheets off of herself in the middle of the night. It was as if the entire universe had seen the night before and wanted to say hey, good job, Ben.

Sage was sprawled over his legs in a way that only cats would probably find comfortable, but he was getting used to it. Luna was quiet and tucked away on his left side, sleeping peacefully as usual. Raven was on Ben’s right side and had one arm thrown across his chest and one thick thigh over his.

For a minute he just lay there.

The room still held last night's warmth. Skin, clean sheets, a faint trace of shampoo, the old fan clicking overhead. Murphy snored from his dog bed in the corner with the total peace of a creature who had a full stomach and all his favorite people in one room.

Then his phone buzzed on the nightstand. Everybody made a noise at once.

Raven groaned and buried her face in the pillow. Luna's eyes opened with immediate, annoyed clarity. Sage lifted her head an inch and frowned like she intended to fight technology personally.

Ben reached for the phone before it buzzed again. It was a text from Jolene, which felt especially strange this early in the morning.

Hey, I’m dying a bit so I’m taking the day off. The store is closed unless Baltimore suddenly can’t live without black candles.

Ben frowned at the phone and quickly texted her back, wishing her a speedy recovery. Knowing Jolene it was probably just a cold and she was being a bit dramatic.

He sat up carefully, which disturbed the pile enough that all three women came awake in stages. Raven rolled onto her back and squinted at him.

"What happened?" she asked.

"Jolene's sick," Ben said.

Luna pushed herself up on one elbow. "How sick?"

“I dunno,” Ben said. “Enough to close the store today.”

Sage rubbed at one eye. "She's actually sick?"

"Looks like it," Ben said.

Raven sat up, black hair wild around her shoulders. "Poor thing. She was fine yesterday. Maybe it was something she ate."

Ben stared at the phone for another second. He didn't know why that bothered him exactly. People got sick. It was normal. Shops closed for a day sometimes. But Jolene did not seem like the type to tap out easily, and the text had that brittle joking tone people used when they felt worse than they wanted to admit.

He decided to send her another text.

Hey, you need anything? Soup, or some meds and gatorade? Want the witches to sacrifice anyone for you?

After a pause, the answer came back.

If you show up with soup I would know you care and that would be embarrassing, because I would be required to show emotion. Stay home and enjoy your witchy wives.

Ben felt his shoulders ease. That was a bit more like Jolene.

"Everything alright?" Luna asked quietly.

He looked up. All three women were watching him now.

"Yeah," he said. "I’m good. Just thinking."

Raven took the phone from his hand without asking, read the exchange, and smiled. "She is at least coherent enough to be dramatic. That’s a good sign."

"Yeah, that's a point in her favor," Ben said.

Sage stretched and winced a little, then tried to pretend she hadn't. Ben noticed, because of course he did.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

She shrugged. "Yeah, I’m good. I’m just a little sore."

Raven laughed immediately. "Such a brave warrior."

Sage flipped her off but smiled.

Luna leaned in and kissed Sage's shoulder. "Here, let me heal you. There’s no need to suffer."

She reached out and placed a hand on Sage’s ass, but Sage stopped her.

“No,” she said. “I don’t want to heal it with magic. Honestly, the tiny bit of soreness is a good reminder of what happened last night.” She shot a fierce smile at Ben. “And once it heals on its own, I want to do it again.”

Murphy, hearing voices and interpreting that as breakfast time, stood up and shook himself hard enough to jingle his collar. Then he trotted to the bed and shoved his nose at the nearest hand he found.

"Hey, buddy," Ben said. "Alright, give me a minute to wake up."

Murphy sneezed out of excitement.

“Alright, time to move,” Sage said.

She slid off the bed and grabbed Murphy’s head, then rubbed his ears for a moment. Murphy let out a low grunt of absolute pleasure.

Ben brushed his teeth, then walked downstairs and took Murphy out back while the women got ready.

He put the coffee pot on, then thought for a moment about breakfast. Today wasn’t a day to do anything fancy, so he focused on something simple: bacon and eggs, some sliced fruit. They could do something fancier for lunch.

Jolene’s text bothered Ben for some reason, though he couldn’t say exactly why. He checked his phone several times, until Raven commented on it.

"She told you to stay home," Raven said.

"I know," Ben replied. “Something about it just feels weird. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

Sage stole a strawberry off the cutting board and winced again when she sat down too fast.

Ben laughed, then walked over and kissed her on the cheek. "Take it easy."

She gave him a flat look. "You are very smug for the person who caused this."

“You literally asked for it,” Ben pointed out.

Sage looked at him defiantly. “Yes. And you were gentle, and in a day or two I will ask for it again and I know you’ll be good to me.” She leaned forward. “But my ass is still sore, Ben.”

“What do you want me to do, kiss it better?” Ben asked.

Sage thought for a moment. “Actually, yes. But later, let me shower first. I’m a little sweaty.”

Ben laughed and went back to cooking everyone breakfast.

Once it was done he plated everything and sat with them, enjoying the peace of being around his girlfriends. His mind wandered a bit and he thought on that exact thing; that they were his girlfriends. Except they had his last name and were basically stuck with him. In many ways, they really were like his wives. There hadn’t been any ceremony, though. That was something to think on.

“So, no work today,” Raven began.

“What day is today?” Luna asked.

“Saturday,” Ben said.

Raven nodded. “So, we have a free Saturday. What are we going to fill it with?”

“I’d like to fill something with something,” Sage muttered.

“I thought you were sore,” Luna said.

After a few seconds, Sage flipped her off.

“We often would go to a local market on days like today,” Raven said. “It was usually a peaceful time.”

“As long as no one tried to burn you at the stake?” Ben asked.

Raven gave him a look.

“Eh, sorry,” Ben said. “I was just kidding; I didn’t realize that one would hit so close to home.”

“Remember why we came here,” Luna pointed out.

“Do you miss your world sometimes?” Ben asked.

All three witches went silent at that. It was Luna that spoke first.

“Sometimes I miss being important,” she said. “People feared us, yes, but there was a bit of respect. Well, usually. We healed people. We delivered children and made sure they were healthy and strong. We kept crops alive, even through bad storms. That village depended on us.”

“What happened?” Ben asked.

Luna looked at him for a moment. She opened her mouth as if to answer, then closed it.

“Some fucking asshole in a cult happened,” Sage said, her voice tight and her expression dark. “He came into town preaching a new religion and quickly caught everyone’s ear. Others came and things spread. Soon we were the villains, even though he was practicing dark magic when no one could see. That escalated until we had to flee.”

“I’m sorry that happened,” Ben said. “Although at the same time, I’m grateful all three of you landed in my life.”

Luna was closest, so he reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder.

Sage shoveled several bites of scrambled eggs into her mouth, then slid off her stool and hurried over to Ben.

“Come here,” she said, her mouth full.

“Huh, what?” Ben replied.

“Give me a scrambled egg kiss,” Sage said, noisily puckering her lips.

Ben did his best to fight her off while she promised to cover him with mostly-chewed eggs. She insisted the more she chewed them, the more romantic it was. Ben finally managed to grab onto her, turn her over his knee, and spank her once on her perfectly round ass.

“That’s not fair!” Sage said, arching her back. She glanced over her shoulder at him.

Ben smiled, then gave her ass a squeeze and slapped his hand on the other cheek. The entire thing shook in a way that would stick in his mind for the rest of his life. He gave her ass a few more pats just so he could watch it.

“Alright, beautiful,” Ben said, setting her on her feet. “Go finish your breakfast while I think about how I can fill your—”

“Now we’re talking!” Sage said, lifting up her t-shirt and turning around.

“About how I can fill your day,” Ben said.

“Oh,” Sage said with a frown.

“Wow, was it really that good?” Raven asked. “Do we all need to try it?”

Sage sat on her stool and shrugged. “I mean, everyone’s different. For me it felt amazing. Plus, you know, that part of me is kind of my strength. I like having a big butt, and I’ve always enjoyed being pleased there. I also like knowing that my body brings my man that much happiness and that he can’t control himself when he’s inside me.”

Raven turned and looked at me. I paused with my fork halfway to my mouth.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “I feel like I should emphasize that your body does, in fact, please me. All of it. And all of you.”

Sage nodded as if satisfied by that answer. Luna watched the whole thing in that quiet, polite manner she had. Raven gave him a long, considering look.

“What?” Ben asked.

“Nothing,” Raven said, picking up a nearby bagel. She gently pushed her finger into the hole. “Nothing, just thinking.”

Sage snickered.

“Alright, so like I was saying,” Ben continued. “I have some ideas about what we can do today. Something that’ll make all of you very happy.”

“What is it?” Raven asked, still gently thrusting her finger into the bagel’s hole.

Luna leaned forward.

“Please say it involves my ass,” Sage said.

“That would make me very happy,” Luna said with a nod.

“Hold on,” Ben said, grabbing his phone. He sent one more text to Jolene, just to be safe.

Hey, if you need anything just shoot me a text. Otherwise we’ll leave you alone and stay out of your hair.

She replied almost immediately.

Good, it takes a lot of time and money to get my hair looking like this.

All three women watched him as he set his phone down. Part of Ben wanted to milk this moment and stretch it out, just to tease them, but he decided against it.

“Alright,” he began. “We’re going to the Renaissance Faire today.”

Sage paused. “The what?”

“What kind of renaissance are they having?” Luna asked. “What are they returning to?”

Ben shook his head. “So it refers to a period of time, like a thousand years ago to maybe five hundred years ago. A period of time probably a lot like when you three lived back in your world, or maybe a little bit more modern. But I have a feeling you’ll enjoy it.”

“So, your world had a period of time like our world?” Sage asked.

“Yeah,” Ben said. “In the past. So I guess you three are in the future now.”

Luna shook her head. “It’s the same time. When we came through the portal we didn’t change time, we merely changed worlds. So we are in a new world at the same time as our old world.”

Raven frowned prettily. “So people get together and pretend to be old fashioned?”

Ben nodded. “Yeah, basically. They have food, drinks, sometimes jousting, crafts. All sorts of things.”

“That could be interesting,” Luna said.

“So is it a mockery of the old times?” Raven asked.

“No,” Ben said. “More like a celebration. Come on, let’s prepare some things.”

“How should we dress?” Luna asked.

Ben shrugged. “Like you usually do.”

Ben leaned down to rub Murphy’s ears. “Hey buddy. Sorry, this is a people day, not a dog day. I’ll bring you something back if they sell turkey legs for dogs.”

Murphy let out a loud grunt and leaned against his hand.

After that, Ben grabbed a few things. They weren’t going camping or anything, but he still wanted to be prepared. A hat for himself, since it was mostly outside. A tiny bottle of pain killers in case anyone got a headache. Plenty of cash.

“Oh, should we get hats?” Sage asked when Ben came back down the stairs.

“Yeah,” he said. “Especially with your pale complexion.”

“Oh, this is exciting,” Luna said as she hurried up the stairs.

She returned a moment later with three black hats. They had circular rims and tall points, like stereotypical witch hats.

“What are those?” Ben asked in a flat voice.

Luna placed one hat on her pretty head, then handed the others to the other witches. “They’re hats, Ben.”

Ben laughed. “I should have expected as much. Well, to be fair I don’t think other styles would suit you as well.”

Ben went to the fridge to grab a few things, then remembered they could simply buy all the food and drinks they needed. Plus, he didn’t think outside food or drinks were allowed.

After getting a small bottle of sunscreen, he decided they were ready. He directed everyone toward his car and they started their drive.


Chapter twelve


Getting into the Renaissance Faire parking lot felt like a battle in itself. The parking was in a massive field, with cars parked in neat rows and men in orange vests directing everyone.

“He doesn’t look old-fashioned,” Sage said, frowning.

“He’s just directing traffic,” Ben told her.

Sage crossed her arms. “He should at least wear a costume. He’s not even pretending.”

Ben laughed and followed the man’s waves until he arrived in a spot. The witches looked around, seemingly amazed by what they saw.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“So many cars,” Raven said. “So many people. I suppose I’ve never really put it all together, that most people have a car. There must be thousands of cars in your world.”

“Millions,” Ben said. Raven’s eyebrows raised.

Luna looked out the window at the stream of people heading toward the entrance. Some wore jeans and T-shirts. Some had gone all in, velvet cloaks, leather bodices, flower crowns, fake swords, antlers, chainmail that probably weighed more than a costume should.

"It appears commitment varies," she said.

"That's part of the charm," Ben said as he turned his car off. "Some people come casual. Some people spend six hundred dollars to look the part."

Raven smiled. "I respect that."

They all opened the doors and left his car there, taking a moment to stretch. Ben pulled out his small tube of sunscreen and began applying some to each woman’s shoulders. Raven pulled out a black lace parasol and opened it.

“Okay, now I’m officially jealous,” Sage said.

Raven blew her a kiss. They decided to leave the hats in the car, since they were a bit too large for practicality. After that, they started walking toward the gate.

From there, the Faire looked absurd and kind of beautiful. Colorful banners snapped over wooden walls built to look older than they were. Beyond them, he could see the peaked roofs of stalls, flags, tree lines, and the moving glitter of costumes and metal in the sun.

They stood in line for a few minutes so Ben could buy everyone tickets. Being with three ultra-hot women definitely garnered them a few stares. Raven seemed to delight in the attention. Luna simply ignored it. Sage threatened to set one older man with wandering eyes on fire.

Finally, they were ready. Ben handed each woman a ticket and they all walked through the gates. As soon as they entered, Raven turned slowly in place.

"Oh no," she said softly, looking around.

Ben smiled despite himself. "Oh no good or oh no bad?"

She looked at him with bright blue eyes already gone a little far away. "Oh no, this might be wonderful."

A man in a kilt and leather bracers argued cheerfully with his friend about whether a turkey leg counted as breakfast. His friend insisted that it did as long as a scotch egg came with it. A little girl dressed as a fairy stared openly at Sage's hair, then at Raven's black sundress, then tugged her mother's sleeve so she could point them out. Two men in pirate outfits passed carrying beers the size of prosthetic legs.

Sage watched them go. "Okay, I like this already. Yeah, I can definitely do this."

Vendors calling out over one another in enthusiastic fake accents. Banners, stalls, signs, flower garlands, leather goods, bright skirts, rough-hewn benches, a small fountain with children circling it like it was enchanted. For one strange, immediate second, Ben felt all three women go still around him.

Raven's mouth parted slightly.

Luna turned in a slow circle, taking everything in with that deep measured look she got when she was trying to understand whether something was sacred, ridiculous, or both.

Sage stared straight ahead at a pair of men carrying practice halberds and said, under her breath, "Well, I'll be damned."

It did look medieval, or at least medieval-ish. Cleaner, brighter, more cheerful than their world had ever really been, but close enough in shape to make the resemblance land hard. Timber framing, pennants, market stalls, women in long skirts, men in boots and doublets, the whole place built out of longing for an older world nobody here had actually survived.

One guy walked by in a Seinfeld t-shirt. Everyone tried to ignore him. Ben looked over at Raven instead. She had gone very still in the face and very alive in the eyes.

"Are you alright?" he asked quietly.

She blinked, then smiled. “I feel like I should be laughing at how silly this is, but instead it feels inviting. Welcoming, in a way."

“Yeah, that’s a good way to put it,” Sage said. “Like you said earlier, this feels like a mockery of our time. But it’s still kind of comforting, in a strange way. Everything is a little wrong, but they got a good portion of it right. But instead of mockery, it feels like they tried. I feel happy here.”

They wandered around for a while at first, so Ben could show them everything. Most of it was vendor stalls, selling everything from boots to cloaks to drinking horns. Sage insisted on one of the drinking horns, so a hundred dollars later, she had one proudly slung across her shoulder.

A blacksmith demonstration held their attention for a full ten minutes. Luna crossed her arms and watched a sweating man hammer glowing iron on an anvil while sparks leaped in the shade.

"He's decent," she said finally.

Ben looked at her. "That's it? That’s your review?"

"He's decent," she repeated. "I can tell he’s putting on a show for the crowd instead of being more efficient. But still, it’s fun to watch."

The blacksmith, hearing this from a tiny blonde in a black sundress, looked baffled enough that Ben had to turn away before he laughed.

Luna later got caught at a calligraphy stall, studying ink bottles and parchment with reverence. Raven found a costume jewelry booth and had to physically be lured away from a tray of rings shaped like coiled snakes. Ben bought everyone cold lemonades because the sun had started pressing down harder. At least, he tried to buy Sage a lemonade. She insisted on having her horn filled with cold beer instead.

After that, they grabbed some food. Ben got a scotch egg, because those things were amazing. As soon as he stabbed it with a fork and raised it to his mouth, Sage leaned over and took a bite.

“Oh, that’s decadent,” she said. “Here, let me get another bite.”

“Buy your own,” Ben said, turning away.

Sage scowled at him, then turned back to the food stall. “Actually, I think I’ll try one of these giant turkey drumsticks everyone seems to love so much.”

Luna and Raven shared a small plate of easy food, mostly paying attention to the world around them.

“Still enjoying yourself?” Ben asked Raven.

She took a sip of her lemonade. “This is far too sweet,” she said. “But otherwise, yes. I could spend a lot of time here and be happy. Maybe I could give lessons or something.”

Ben looked over at Luna and she smiled.

“Yes, this is lovely,” Luna said.

He turned to Sage. “How are you doing?”

Sage looked at him for a moment. “Ben. I’ve got a sore asshole, a turkey drumstick in one hand, a horn of overpriced shitty beer in the other, and I’m walking around in a mockery of my previous life.” She took a long pull from the horn of beer. “Yeah, I’m actually quite content.”

Ben laughed. He was just grateful they were happy.

Then they passed the first women dressed as witches. Not actual witches, obviously. Just Faire-goers in pointed hats, black skirts, striped stockings, dramatic makeup, and enough broom imagery to look a bit ridiculous. They looked over at the actual witches, dressed similarly, and gave them big smiles.

Raven brightened at once and stepped toward them.

"Oh, excellent," she said. "Finally, some professionals."

Ben caught her wrist gently before she could launch herself into something awkward.

She looked back at him, puzzled. "What?"

He kept his voice low. "Costume witches. They aren’t real. Remember, magic doesn’t exist in this world."

Luna had noticed too and was already smiling into her lemonade. Sage looked openly disappointed.

One of the women grinned. "I love your dress!"

Raven curtsied like she'd been born to it. "And I love your hat."

They moved on after that, but Raven glanced back once at the fake witches with an expression Ben couldn't quite read. A little bit of confusion, a little bit of annoyance.

They found a shady common seating area with long wooden tables and a little open-air tavern stand selling mead and beer. The women wanted the full experience, which meant drinks. Sage already had her horn, so Ben bought a beer for Raven and a mead for Luna. After a polite request, he bought another beer to top off Sage’s horn as well.

They sat at one of the long wooden tables, watching the crowd around them for a moment. Some people walked around in jeans and t-shirts, but here many were at least partially in costume. Or garb, as they called it. They hated the word costume.

Ben, Luna, and Raven all sat normally at the table, but Sage sat on the bench with her legs facing away so she could watch everyone. She kept her horn in hand and sipped from it from time to time.

One man, a handsome fellow with blonde hair and no shirt, flexed his abs and walked up to the three witches. From the stumble in his step it was clear the drink in his hand was not his first.

“Ladies,” he said, bowing. “I’m Lloyd.”

“Wow,” Sage said, clapping.

He smiled and took a step closer.

Sage continued clapping. “That’s the worst bow I’ve seen in a long, long time. I commend you for having such confidence in the absence of skill.”

Lloyd straightened up and shot her a grin. That look, combined with his muscular torso, probably worked on some people. Not Sage.

“You are so pretty,” he said, blatantly ignoring Ben. “That red hair is incredible. It’s like a sunset.”

Ben stood up and looked at the douchebag, then sat back down. The guy was drunk so he wasn’t much of a threat. Plus, he clearly didn’t know who he was messing with. Instead, Ben decided to just enjoy the show.

“I haven’t seen you around here before,” Lloyd said to Sage.

“Good,” Sage replied without hesitation.

He blinked at that, and took a sip of his drink. “So, uhh. Would you like me to show you around?”

“Do your parents ever get tired of waiting to be proud of you?” Sage asked suddenly.

He looked taken aback at that, then managed a laugh. Sage was unbelievably gorgeous and it was clear he didn’t want to give up. That, or he was too drunk. Or maybe too stupid. Probably a combination of all those.

“Nah, I’m fine,” he said. “They’re plenty proud. But seriously, do you want me to be your guide? I’ve been coming here for years. I can show you around and introduce you to everyone.”

“Man, I wish I lacked common sense,” Sage said to him. “You seem so happy.”

Apparently that one struck a chord, as he scowled at her and nearly dropped his drink.

“So, I guess you have no manners?” he asked.

“I suppose I left them with your shirt,” she said, calmly sipping her drink.

He opened his mouth to say something.

“No, hold on,” Sage said, straightening up. “Let me get everyone’s attention so we can all enjoy this.”

His face turned red and he turned away and left, cursing her under his breath the entire time.

Sage waved at him. “Bye, hope you find some intelligence in one of the vendor stalls!”

He flipped her off over his shoulder. A group of older women sitting nearby laughed. Raven and Luna gently clapped their hands.

“Thank you, thank you,” Sage said, giving them a seated bow. “Glad to see I’ve still got the ability to handle fools.”

Luna looked around the common area, where a man in velvet was reciting dirty jokes to a woman dressed as a queen while two teenagers in elf ears shared fries. "It is all so affectionate."

Ben followed her gaze. "Yeah. That's kind of the point. It’s a place to have fun and relax and forget about the world a bit."

Raven traced a thumb over the side of her cup. "People come here to pretend the old world was charming."

Ben shrugged. “Yeah, basically.”

"The nice parts were nice," she continued. "Markets, music, summer days and spring flowers. I understand why people want to be here."

Her smile faltered, and Ben knew exactly which direction she was taking the conversation.

“Superstitions,” Raven said. “Old beliefs that are more ridiculous than you could imagine, but people clutch them tightly. Kill for them, sometimes.”

“Or hunt witches for them,” Luna said.

Sage scowled into her drink. “I definitely don’t miss those times.”

“Well, don’t worry,” Ben said to them, keeping his voice low. “If people learned what you three actually are, some of them would probably try to harm you.”

Sage rolled her eyes and shook her head. Luna frowned thoughtfully.

“Glad to see that in this different world and different time, some things are still the same,” Raven said dryly.

“If it makes you feel any better, you could probably make a ton of money running your own podcast,” Ben said.

“Okay, so what’s a podcast?” Raven asked.

Ben waved it away. “Eh, nevermind. We’ll start with audiobooks first on the way home. I have a pretty good idea for that, actually. Something that’s pretty popular these days.”

“Well, what do we do until then?” Raven asked.

Sage raised her horn. “I know what I’m doing.”

“I’d like to look around,” Luna said.

“Yeah,” Ben said. “I think we can find enough to do. Let’s go explore a bit.”


Chapter thirteen


They later found Sage and Luna near a row of game booths where a man in a feathered cap was trying to convince a teenager that missing three rings in a row was all part of the heroic journey. He’d get it next time.

Sage had her arms crossed, watching somebody throw knives at painted targets with open interest. Luna stood beside her with a paper fan she'd somehow acquired, moving it in neat little strokes against the heat. She had all but forgotten about her black lace parasol.

"Oh, hey," Sage said as Ben and Raven walked up. "You guys good?"

“Yeah, sure,” Ben said. “How about you two?”

Luna looked at Raven, then at Ben, and relaxed a bit. "We did not buy any weapons."

Ben laughed. "That sounds like a difficult sacrifice for Sage."

"It was," Sage said.

A burst of laughter rolled from the lane to their left. Ben turned and saw why.

Three women in elaborate witch costumes were gathered outside a booth selling hand-poured soaps, herb bundles, crystals, and little spell jars with handwritten labels. Their hats were high and crooked on purpose, their skirts layered, their makeup theatrical. One of them was earnestly explaining to a little crowd that her rosemary bundles were "excellent for protection, purification, and keeping bad vibes away from your ex."

Raven stopped dead and stared at her.

"Oh no," she whispered, already delighted.

Ben knew that tone. He winced and hoped they wouldn’t cause a scene.

"Raven," he said.

"Ben," she said back.

Beside him, Luna had gone still with interest. Sage leaned around him for a better look.

The woman behind the booth held up a tiny corked bottle full of pink salt and dried flower petals. "This one is for self-love."

Sage frowned. "That’s for a bath and nothing else."

Ben bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.

The costumed witch kept going. "And this jar is for abundance."

Luna squinted. "Is that cinnamon and rice?"

"It is cinnamon and rice," Raven said, scandalized and thrilled all at once.

Then, before Ben could physically get in front of the idea, Raven was already walking toward the booth. He caught up fast, hoping to avoid any disasters.

The booth itself looked like someone had taken every vaguely witchy Pinterest board in America and turned it into retail. Black cloth over the table. Fake ravens. Bundles of herbs tied with ribbon. Little chalkboard signs about moon water and intention setting. Everything smelled strongly of lavender and too much ambition.

The three women running it turned as Raven approached, and to Ben's private horror, they visibly lit up. Well, to be fair, they probably thought they had customers. And the economy wasn’t the best so it was a reason to celebrate.

Plus, Raven in a black sundress with bright blue eyes and a smile like sin probably did look like she'd walked out of central casting.

"Oh my God," one of the booth women said. "You are so gorgeous."

Raven accepted that like a queen accepting tribute. "You too. I must ask, what exactly are you claiming this jar does?"

The woman lifted it happily. "It's a prosperity charm."

Raven leaned in, studying it with sincere craft interest. "And you anchor that with cinnamon and uncooked grain?"

"Yes," the woman said, slightly less certain now.

Luna arrived at Raven's shoulder and examined the jar with delicate seriousness. "No iron nail?"

The woman blinked. "Sorry?"

"For grounding," Luna said.

Sage picked up a different bottle, shook it once, and frowned at the floating rosemary. "This one says protection. Protection from what?"

The second booth woman, who had green lipstick and a name tag that said MORGANA, smiled gamely. "Negative energy."

Sage looked at Ben. "That means nothing."

Ben stepped in at once so no one would get too upset.

"They're very enthusiastic about historical folk practices," he said brightly, as if this explained anything. Raven gave him one quick look that said traitor.

Morgana laughed. "That's okay. We get all kinds."

The third woman at the booth, older than the others and wearing layers of black gauze with little silver moons sewn into the sleeves, looked at Raven with renewed interest. "Are you ladies practitioners?"

Ben felt the floor drop out from under him and hoped for the best, even though he knew to expect the worst. Well, he just hoped Sage wouldn’t set anyone on fire.

Raven opened her mouth.

"Of retail," Ben said quickly. He smiled. Too fast maybe, but still smiling. "We work at a goth shop in Baltimore. They get excited."

Sage barked out a laugh that sounded almost natural. "He's not wrong."

Luna lowered the prosperity jar carefully. "We are professionally adjacent, I guess you could say."

Raven recovered next, hand to chest. "We are humble students of black fabric and customer manipulation."

That got the laugh he needed.

Morgana visibly relaxed. "Well, same."

Ben let out a breath, glad to have avoided a disaster. That should have been the end of it, but unfortunately it was not. Because now the women were loose and amused and fully committed to the bit.

Raven picked up a bundle of herbs tied with twine. "This says dream enhancement."

"Yep," said the older woman. "Mugwort and lavender."

Raven nodded with total seriousness. "Mm. Very gentle. You'd want to warn people against using too much if they have a tendency toward waking panic."

The older woman's smile flickered.

Luna, meanwhile, had found a display of polished stones with little labels in front of them. Love. Calm. Confidence. Creativity.

She picked up a rose quartz and held it to the light. "Do people truly buy these for emotion?"

"Oh, all the time," Morgana said.

Sage looked at a chunk of amethyst like it had personally insulted her. "And it works?"

Morgana gave the answer of somebody used to this question. "It works if the person believes it helps focus intention. The power is within the user."

Sage considered that. "So no." She frowned again at the stone. “I think something stronger might be needed. I mean, how is anyone supposed to live, laugh, love in this economy?”

Ben realized then that Sage had probably been absorbing too much social media after that comment.

Ben stepped in again. "It means symbolic value, Sage."

She shot him a look.

The women at the booth were now fully entertained. Ben could see the shift. What might have been awkward had become a show. Four attractive weirdos, one of them clearly responsible for the others in some exhausted yet affectionate way.

The older woman reached under the table and brought out a deck of oracle cards. "Would any of you like a three-card pull? Donation only."

Raven's eyes widened. "Oh, dangerous."

Ben said, "Maybe we should keep moving."

Nobody listened to him. Because of course nobody listened to him.

Two minutes later all four of them were standing around while the older woman fanned the cards dramatically across black velvet. A tiny handwritten sign said VEILWALKER READINGS, which Ben felt was really leaning into it.

"Who am I reading for?" the woman asked.

"Her," Sage said immediately, pointing at Raven.

Raven gasped. "Oh, such betrayal."

Sage shrugged and took a sip from her drinking horn. "Eh. You're the easiest target."

Raven looked delighted by this and drew three cards. The reader turned them over one by one and launched into a practiced, misty interpretation involving desire, a crossroads, and embracing abundance without fear.

Ben watched Raven's face go from amused to almost feral with the effort of not laughing. Mostly, because the reading was accidentally, vaguely, annoyingly close in places.

The reader tapped the second card. "You are stepping into a season where your wants can no longer remain jokes."

Raven made a strangled sound and glanced at Ben.

He also knew, with a speed born entirely of self-preservation, that if he let Raven answer right now there was a decent chance she'd either confess something half true to a woman named Veilwalker or start flirting so hard the whole booth caught fire.

He put a hand on Raven's lower back.

"You good?" he asked.

She smiled at him, her blue eyes bright. “Yeah, I’m great. Thank you.”

Sage lost it first. She bent over laughing against Ben's arm. Luna looked down, pressing her lips together so hard he could see the smile trying to break free.

Raven turned, buried her face briefly against Ben's shoulder, and shook with silent laughter.

The reader, to her credit, took this with grace. "That means it resonated."

"Something like that," Ben said with a polite smile.

They donated cash, because it seemed cruel not to, and retreated from the booth before anyone said anything more dangerous. Or anything more ridiculous. The second they were safely out in the lane, Sage started laughing again.

"No iron nail," she gasped. "Luna, you sounded so offended."

"I was offended," Luna said, though she was smiling. "If one intends to build a protection charm, one should at least use the proper ingredients."

Raven was still clinging to Ben's arm, laughing hard enough that she had tears in the corners of her eyes. "A season where my wants can no longer remain jokes. I very well might die."

Ben smiled despite himself. "Yeah, that one got close."

Sage looked at him with wicked delight. "You had your boring grown-up face on."

"I saved us," Ben said.

"You absolutely did," Raven said, then leaned up and kissed his cheek. "My very brave keeper of secrets."

Luna folded her paper fan and looked back toward the booth. "They were kind, at least."

"They were," Ben said.

Raven nodded. "They are playing dress-up with things that hurt us once. But they're doing it because they think witches are beautiful."

Ben looked around at the Faire again. The hats, the broomsticks, the fake spell jars, the cheerful nonsense of it. A world where "witch" could be branding, flirtation, costume, soft rebellion, pretty salesmanship. It was so much lighter and more whimsical than what they were used to.

Sage hooked her arm through Raven's. "Also their bath seasoning was incredibly stupid."

Raven laughed. "Deeply stupid."

"Can I say one thing?" Luna asked.

Ben looked over at her. "Depends."

She gave him the slightest prim look. "I merely wish to note that if those women ever wish to become more convincing, I could improve their herb ratios in a matter of minutes."

Raven stopped walking entirely. "Luna."

Sage made a scandalized sound of delight. "Oh Luna, you're such a snob."

Luna frowned. “Yeah, but I’m correct."

Ben laughed, then looked at all three of them in their black dresses, glowing from mead and sun and mischief, and felt himself smile.

Sage looked down the main path where another swell of noise rose from somewhere ahead. Trumpets this time. Shouting after that. The kind of cheering crowd made when they expected somebody to get hit with a stick in a sanctioned, festive way. Her whole face lit up.

"Oh," she said. "That sounds promising."

Ben followed her gaze. Past a row of food stalls and a leatherworker's tent, he could see signs pointing toward the jousting arena and the gaming field. People were already streaming that way with drinks in hand.

Sage grinned at Ben, wild and eager. "Come on."

Ben looked back once toward the witch booth, where Veilwalker was already reading for a new customer under fluttering ribbons and fake ravens.

Then he let the women pull him toward the noise.

"All right," he said. "Let's go see what counts as sports around here."


Chapter fourteen


The jousting arena was not actually an arena, but a section of field with a simple wooden fence outlining the main area. Basic wooden bleachers surrounded one half, most filled with people.

The crowd itself was lively, with people holding drinks, parasols, paper fans, and clearly excited for what was about to happen.

Ben followed the women around until they found a spot with a decent view. Luna sat carefully, smoothing her black dress under her legs. Raven dropped in beside her and immediately leaned forward with the bright focus she gave anything that promised spectacle. Sage stayed standing for a second longer, eyes narrowed toward the far end of the lane where two riders circled their horses.

Ben sat down and handed Sage the water bottle he'd bought ten minutes earlier because he'd seen the flush on her face and knew the combination of ale, heat, and excitement could turn on people fast.

She took it automatically. "Thanks."

“My pleasure,” Ben said.

She gave him a look. “So, serving me is a pleasure?”

Ben smiled at her. “Usually, yeah.”

A trumpet fanfare blared from somewhere near the announcer's box. The crowd cheered at once, far too ready. A man in green and gold started introducing the knights in a voice grand enough for a royal execution.

The whole thing was ridiculous, which was part of why it worked. It definitely wasn’t historically accurate.

The riders waved to the crowd, basking in the applause. After that, one of them mounted up and grabbed his lance. He rode his horse in a slow circle, raising his lance to the crowd every few steps.

When he got to the end of the lane, the fake knight lowered his lance and spurred his horse forward. They rushed down the line and he lowered his lance, aiming for a small wooden hoop hanging on a simple stand. His lance missed and the crowd let out a collective “oh!”

“But not to worry, he’ll get it this time!” the announcer shouted.

The knight waved to the crowd again, then lowered his lance and came from the other direction. This time, the tip of his lance speared the hoop, pulling it from the stand. A loud roar came from the crowd, and Ben looked over and saw the witches joining in. Raven smiled from ear to ear, and Sage stomped her feet and grinned.

The second knight rode into view and went through the same motions. He managed to skew the ring on his first attempt, though, much to the delight of the crowd.

After that, they donned helmets and shields, then grabbed a new set of lances. From the way they handled them, Ben assumed they were made of something lightweight. Well, he didn’t expect real lances at a place like this.

The two knights lined up at opposite ends of a fence and raised their lances to signify their readiness. The announcer gave the word and they changed toward each other, lowering their lances and leaning forward.

Lance met shield in an explosion of wood. Probably balsa wood, Ben realized, so they wouldn’t get hurt. The knight that had struck raised his broken lance in one hand and the crowd cheered loudly

“Oh, this is fun,” Sage said, leaning forward.

Ben loved seeing the women enjoy this so much. He stared at them for a while, watching how even Luna stood up and cheered when the knights made a second pass. He didn’t even see who won, as he was so focused on his witches. They were completely absorbed by the spectacle, clapping and cheering the whole time.

“Come back at four to see it again!” the announcer shouted into a microphone.

They waited for some of the crowd to clear before trying to move. It appeared they also shared Ben’s distaste for pushing through large numbers of people.

“It’s nice to watch that without worrying about death,” Luna said.

“Tell me about it,” Sage said.

“Huh?” Ben asked.

Raven cleared her throat. “Back in our world if someone jousted, there would be a winner and someone quite injured. We would heal them, unless they died or the wound was too serious. So yes, it’s nice to be able to just watch and enjoy without any worry.

“So, what’s next?” Sage asked as they walked away from the viewing area.

A group of musicians with drums and pipes had taken over a little stage near the tavern, drawing a ring of clapping onlookers. Past them, a human chess match was underway, half theater and half excuse for performers in armor to insult each other before moving six feet.

Raven stopped to watch a woman dressed as a queen dramatically condemn a knight to the bishop's square.

Sage wanted to see the weapons field again, so they followed her to an open patch where men and women in padded gear were sparring with practice swords. Not stage fighting this time. Controlled, but real enough. Wooden weapons cracked together. Boots dug into the packed dirt. People in the crowd winced and cheered and offered opinions nobody had asked for.

Sage watched with the same sharp attention she'd given the blacksmith and the joust. Ben had learned that if he stayed quiet long enough around her, she'd eventually start talking without noticing.

"That one's overcommitting," she muttered as one fighter lunged too far. "Too much shoulder. He's asking to get swept."

Two strikes later, he got swept.

Ben smiled. "You should run a seminar."

"On not being stupid?" she asked.

"Maybe Lloyd back there could be your first customer," Ben said with a grin.

Sage threw back her head and laughed.

The sparring went on for several minutes. A clean disarm drew a loud applause. The victor wiped sweat from his forehead and raised his wooden sword over his head.

Sage shrugged with one shoulder, but it was a small one this time. "This place is fake."

Raven came up on her other side, slid an arm around her, and rested her chin briefly on Sage's shoulder. "Yes."

Sage stared at the sparring field. "I still like it."

Luna's answer came soft and immediate. "So do I."

Sage looked back at her. "Really?"

Luna nodded. Her face had gone very calm, the way it did when she was standing close to something more vulnerable than she wanted to handle carelessly. "It is silly and inaccurate and far cleaner than the truth. But people are laughing. No one is afraid of the word ‘witch’ here. No one is carrying fire for us." She drew a breath. "I like it too."

Sage let out a little breath that might have been relief if she would've admitted to such a thing. Raven kissed the side of her neck, fast and affectionate.

Ben stepped in close enough that their shoulders all touched. "Then we can like fake stuff. That's allowed, you know."

They kept moving. An archery range tempted Sage for exactly three seconds before the line convinced her otherwise. Raven made Ben stand in the stocks long enough for her to take pictures on his phone while a passing performer told him his crimes were "excessive handsomeness and probable tax evasion." Luna nearly smiled herself to death at that. Ben made all three women take turns too, because if he had suffered public mockery then so would they.

Raven posed like a condemned temptress. Sage swore at him the whole time and still laughed. A family passed behind her and the husband happened to look over at the right moment to catch Sage bending over. His eyes bulged and his wife slapped him on the arm, causing him to nearly trip.

Luna, elegant even with her wrists through painted wood, looked so unfairly lovely that the teenage boy running the booth forgot his speech halfway through.

The boots came next. A cobbler's stall near the edge of the market displayed rows of lace-up leather boots in every color, but the black ones caught all three women at once. Knee-high, fitted, soft enough to break in easily, dramatic without looking costumey. And most importantly, solid and tough enough to wear on a regular basis.

Raven put one on and declared herself in love. Luna tested the lacing with practical interest. Sage stood in a pair and looked down at herself with open satisfaction.

“I can’t think of anything bad to say about these,” Sage said. “That’s pretty rare for me. I can insult anyone or anything. But these are perfect.”

Ben leaned back on the bench outside the stall and accepted defeat. "We're buying the boots."

Sage looked up fast. "Seriously?"

"Yeah," he said.

Raven put a hand to her chest. "I adore you, you know that?"

Luna's smile was quieter. "These just feel right."

They left the stall with boots boxed and tied in paper bags, parasols swinging, and enough collective happiness to make the heat easier. By late afternoon, hunger came back hard. They solved it in the best way possible.

Turkey legs as big as clubs. Another scotch egg. A paper basket of fries no one admitted to wanting until all of them were reaching in. Ben got another water and a beer. Raven and Sage split a second beer because they'd learned at least a little from lunch. Luna chose mead again, then ate half Ben's fries with absent-minded elegance while watching a juggler pass by.

They sat under a tree while the Faire rolled on around them. Sage gnawed at her turkey leg with total focus, then pointed it vaguely toward the crowd. "You know what I hate?"

“Everything?” Raven asked. Sage rolled her eyes.

Ben braced. "What?"

"How nice this is," she said, then took another bite. “I should be offended. I should be bothered. But instead I just feel happy.”

Raven laughed softly. "That is a very Sage way to say a tender thing."

Sage rolled her eyes, but she didn't take it back. "I'm serious. It's stupid. It looks enough like home to hurt and enough unlike home to make me wish we had this instead."

Luna rested her shoulder against Sage's. "I know."

Sage looked down at the turkey leg, then at Ben. "But I'd still rather be here with you."

Ben wiped his fingers on a napkin and reached over to squeeze the back of her neck, gentle and warm. "Good. Because you're stuck with me."

Raven leaned across and kissed Sage's temple. "And with us."

Sage huffed a laugh. "Such a terrible fate."

Luna lifted her cup slightly. "To terrible fates."

They all drank to that.

By the time the shadows started lengthening, the Faire had worked them over properly. Sun, food, noise, walking, laughter, old ache, new comfort. The women had gone softer around the edges, happy-tired in a way Ben recognized from beach days and family cookouts and the few uncomplicated good memories he still carried.

As they made their way back toward the gate, Sage slipped her hand into his and did not let go. Luna walked on his other side under her lace parasol, close enough that their shoulders touched every few steps. Raven ranged ahead and back like usual, but every time she looped past she touched one of them, collecting the group together as they moved.

At the gate, Raven looked back once over the bright ridiculous village with its banners and fake magic and borrowed old world. Then she smiled, softer than she'd been all day.

"We should come again tomorrow," she said.

Ben laughed. "Let's survive today first."

But the truth was, he was already thinking maybe yes.


Chapter fifteen


The drive home was quieter than the drive to the Renaissance Faire had been. That probably had something to do with the beer and scotch eggs.

The paper bags with the new boots sat in the back beside the folded parasols, and every time Ben took a turn they rustled softly like they were pleased with themselves. The women had gone loose and sleepy in the late sunlight. Raven sat in the passenger seat with one sandal off again, her bare foot tucked under her, tracing lazy patterns on his forearm. Luna and Sage had claimed the back seat together, half folded into each other, their heads bumping lightly every time the car hit a rough patch in the road.

Sage had fallen into that stubborn-tired state where she still wanted to comment on everything but the comments had started arriving more slowly.

"I still think," she said from the back, voice heavy with fatigue, "that I could've beaten at least one of those men with the practice swords."

Luna, eyes half closed, murmured, "You say that about most men."

"Because it's usually true," Sage added.

Raven smiled at the windshield. "I would like it noted for the record that I behaved with tremendous dignity and tact at the witch booth."

Ben laughed. Her fingers slid over his wrist again, light and absent. He'd started noticing that more. The little touches when she was unsettled, or tired, or simply needed to make sure the person she wanted was still real and close enough to touch. She was doing it now without teasing attached to it. Just drawing along the inside of his forearm, then the back of his hand, as if she'd built a nest in the day and wanted one more point of contact before giving herself over to being tired.

The city thickened around them again as they got closer to home. Brick, traffic lights, corner stores, a man sitting on a stoop with a radio low by his feet, a woman dragging two grocery bags and talking on speakerphone with the volume all the way up. Baltimore sliding back into place after a day of banners and fake castles.

Ben found he didn't mind the shift. He liked coming home more now that his home wasn’t so empty. When they got to the house, nobody rushed.

Murphy still greeted them with enough enthusiasm to imply he'd been abandoned in a cruel age, and all three women bent over him at once, murmuring apologies into his fur and letting him lick at their hands and wrists. Then shoes came off in a trail down the hall. The boot boxes got set by the stairs. Sage dropped onto the couch for one dramatic second, only to get back up and declare she needed to wash festival dust off her legs or she'd die.

"You'll survive," Ben said to her.

"Maybe,” she replied. “But I won't be kind about it."

Luna took one of the boxes with the new boots and carried it upstairs. Raven lingered in the hallway, one hand brushing Ben's back as she passed him on the way to the kitchen for water.

He watched her go for a second, then set about the practical end of evening. Water bowl filled, Murphy let into the yard.

When the women came back downstairs in sleep shirts and soft black underwear and whatever version of bedtime each had landed on, he had already decided.

"No cooking," he said. "I'm ordering takeout if nobody objects."

Raven came straight to him in one of his old shirts and looped an arm around his waist. "I object only if you choose badly."

"That’s very conditional support," Ben said.

Sage, now in a black tank and panties and somehow still looking like trouble embodied, dropped onto a kitchen stool. "What are you ordering?"

Ben stared at her for a moment. That simple outfit on her was simply incredible, and made it hard to think. She blushed and he finally looked away, then opened the app and thought about what they'd already eaten. Rich all day. Too much meat. Too much beer. Too much sun.

"Pizza?" he offered.

Luna, standing at the sink sipping water, considered it and then nodded. "That feels simple and easy."

"Excellent. Decision made."

They got two large pizzas, one loaded with vegetables and the other one just cheese and black olives. Ben added garlic knots because the app managed to trick him and because he knew Sage would eat at least three while pretending she hadn't.

By the time the food arrived, they had all melted into the living room. Murphy lay between the couch and the coffee table. Raven had tucked herself under Ben's arm. Luna and Sage had taken the other end of the couch and were already leaning into each other with that natural ease they had when fatigue stripped away performative movement. Sage curled up against Luna, who held her legs in place and kissed her softly.

Raven praised the garlic knots in a voice of near-religious gratitude. Sage stole the last slice Ben had been reaching for and looked defiant before he'd even said anything. Luna, too tired to keep much formality in place, ended up with one bare foot over Sage's thigh and her head tipped against Sage's shoulder while she ate.

It was one of those quiet evenings that would have looked boring to anyone outside it. Ben thought it was perfect. It was calm, stress-free, easy, and just perfect.

After food came cleanup in the lazy, negotiated way tired people handled the end of a good day. Ben boxed the leftovers. Raven carried their plates to the sink. Luna wiped down the coffee table with a damp cloth she found under the kitchen sink without asking where it was. Sage took the trash bag out to the can by the alley because she'd finished eating first and didn't feel like being indoors for one more minute.

Then they went upstairs. Everyone took a moment to clean up and brush their teeth in the bathroom. The bedroom felt cool and dim after the long day. The fan clicked overhead. The sheets looked clean and inviting enough to make Ben's shoulders ache with relief before he even lay down.

The arrangement happened almost on instinct. Luna and Sage curled up together first, tight and easy, facing each other in a knot of pale hair and red hair and sleepy hands. Luna tucked one arm under Sage's neck. Sage folded into her with none of her daytime resistance, one hand spread across Luna's waist, their legs twined up in a way that clearly meant this was where they meant to stay.

Raven settled next to Ben with one leg draped over his and her head on his shoulder exactly like she belonged there. Because she did. The mattress dipped under their weight. Her hair smelled faintly of smoke and shampoo and the fairground sun.

Ben lay there and let the day drain out of him. For a while they only kissed now and then, little tired brushes of mouths on temples and cheeks. Not building toward anything yet. Just contact. Soft reassurance. Sage and Luna were still awake beside them, but only barely. Ben could hear the difference in their breathing, the heavier edges of sleep starting to take hold.

Raven traced a fingertip over the center of his chest.

"Today was lovely," she murmured. “Thank you.”

"Yeah it was," Ben replied.

"I think I liked seeing you there almost as much as being there," she said.

Ben turned his head a little. "What does that mean?"

Her smile brushed his shoulder. "You kept watching us like you couldn't believe you got to bring us."

That made him huff a quiet laugh. "I did bring you."

"Mm. Exactly. Next time I think we should make you dress up so you look the part," she said softly.

She lifted herself enough to kiss him again, longer this time. Her mouth was warm and unhurried. Different from earlier in the day, different from the drive home, different even from most nights when she came at him bright and playful and hungry to turn every touch into a dare.

Tonight she kissed him like she wanted to stay there. Ben answered the same way.

The room stayed quiet. No scramble of clothes, no teasing competition, no rush. Just Raven rising slowly over him in the blue-dark while Sage and Luna breathed sleepily together a few feet away. Ben slid a hand up Raven's back and felt her soften against him at once, no performance in it, no need to dazzle.

When she pulled back, her eyes searched his face for one unguarded second.

"Are you tired?" he whispered.

"A little," she said.

Ben smiled at her. "We can just sleep."

"I know," Raven said, but it was clear her thoughts were elsewhere.

Then she kissed him again and reached for his hand, guiding it to her hip, then under the hem of her shirt.

Ben looked over once. Luna and Sage were awake enough to know what was happening, but both had that boneless, content look of women too tired to join in and too comfortable to leave. Sage's hand rested under Luna's shirt at the small of her back. Luna's lips curved faintly when she caught Ben glancing their way.

"We're not moving," Sage muttered, voice thick with drowsy amusement.

Luna, eyes nearly closed, added, "But we are supportive."

Raven laughed quietly against Ben's mouth. That took the last awkwardness out of the room.

She reached down and pushed on her panties, rolling over onto her side so she could slide them down to her legs and kick them off. Her shirt came next, pulled off over her head in a way that made her massive breasts bounce once they were freed.

Ben felt the change in his body immediately. Bloodflow shifted, heading down south, and he began to rise. Raven noticed and gave him a soft smile, then leaned forward and kissed him tenderly.

No one was particularly filled with energy, but Raven still wanted him. She twisted and leaned down, kissing the head of his cock before spitting on it twice. After that she threw a thick thigh over his waist and settled down, slowly taking all of him.

For a moment she stayed there, eyes closed, a content smile on her face. Her hands came up, slowly tracing the outer lines of her breasts, then moved down to Ben’s chest. She leaned forward slightly and began moving her hips, slowly at first.

She held his gaze and Ben could feel all the affection in her look. They smiled at each other for a moment, then Raven leaned down further so they could kiss. It was a soft kiss, gentle, which matched the slow pace at which they made love.

Ben’s hands went to her hips, grabbing onto her soft skin and holding her tightly as she moved up and down. Their tongues touched and pressed against each other while Ben moved his hands up to squeeze her huge breasts. Raven let out a soft moan against his lips. He bent his knees and kept his movements slow but deep.

Raven leaned her forehead against Ben’s and stayed like that for a moment, letting him take over. He pushed his hips upward, feeling her tight wetness with every thrust, feeling the softness of her curves against his skin.

At one point both Luna and Sage reached over, as if they wanted to be part of it but were too sleepy to do much. Raven and Ben both took their hands in a messy, four-way grip. In that way, they held each other tightly, a slightly awkward moment of love.

Raven’s breathing deepened as she moved her hips up and down more quickly. Ben kept his left hand with the women, but let his right hand go to Raven’s hip, then her ass. He gradually increased his pace as he thrust upward into her. Raven’s moans were still soft, but louder now.

“I want you to cum,” Raven said to him as she leaned down to kiss him. “And I want you to tell me you love me when you cum.”

She left her mouth there, pressed against his, softly kissing him the entire time. Ben kept his hand on her ass, squeezing it hard when he finally reached orgasm. He called out Raven’s name when he came inside her, then looked her in the eye and told her he loved her.

Raven’s eyes turned glassy with that, and she pressed herself firmly against him.

“I love you so much,” she whispered against his ear.

“I love all of you,” Ben said, turning to look at Sage and Luna.

The four of them all squeezed each other’s hands again. Raven settled in, still on top of him, still with his cock inside her. From her position, it was clear she had no intention of moving.

Ben didn’t mind. He glanced over at Sage and Luna, who were quickly falling asleep. Sage was on top of Luna, with her face tucked against the slender woman’s neck. Her face was completely peaceful.

“I love you,” Raven whispered one last time.

“I love you,” Sage whispered back without opening her eyes.

Ben smiled and let himself fall asleep.


Chapter sixteen


Ben woke to the sound of his phone buzzing on the nightstand and the pleasant realization that nobody in the bed was in a hurry to be a real adult yet.

Raven was still on top of him, both arms around him and her face buried against the side of his neck. Luna and Sage held each other so tightly Ben wondered if he would need a crowbar to pry them apart.

For one second Ben almost ignored the phone, but it buzzed again. He sighed and reached over, quietly apologizing as he disturbed Raven. He held the phone above his face so he could see it.

It was a text from Jolene, and it looked like she was still sick, unfortunately.

Still dying. The store is closed today, and probably tomorrow as well. Enjoy the vacation.

Ben squinted at the text, then typed back with one thumb.

You need anything?

The reply came after a brief pause.

A new stomach and maybe some ginger ale. I’ll let you know if I start feeling better.

He smiled despite the worry.

"What is it?" Luna asked quietly without moving. Sage let out a sleepy grunt and Luna tightened her embrace around the redhead.

"Jolene's still sick,” Ben said. “Store's closed today and tomorrow."

That pulled them from the depths of sleep, although Sage was clear she preferred the bed to anything else.

Raven squeezed her thighs against Ben, then smiled against his neck when she realized he was still inside her. She kept that smile as she pushed herself up until she sat astride his lap.

“Sick again?” she asked. “I hope she’s alright.”

“Yeah, I hope so too,” Ben said. “Might just be a stomach bug or something.”

“Tell her to let us know if she needs anything,” Luna said quietly. In her arms, Sage grunted again.

Raven smiled and shook her hips side-to-side again. Ben reached up and grabbed onto those incredible breasts of hers, then felt himself slowly become erect. Raven’s smile widened as she felt him grow inside her.

“Now this is the best way to wake up,” Raven said.

Ben bent his knees, which pushed her forward. Both of his hands went to her hips and he held on as she leaned forward, once again burying her face against his neck.

Raven gave his neck and jaw little kisses as he gently thrust inside her. She let out small happy noises and spread her legs a bit further, otherwise letting him do most of the work.

“No fair,” Sage said sleepily. “I want morning lovemaking.”

Raven began moving her hips with Ben. “I might not leave anything for you.”

“No fair!” Sage said again.

With a groan she pushed herself off Luna, then moved all of five inches and flopped down again.

“I’m too tired,” Sage said, her face smooshed against the blanket. “Ben, come over here and do all the work. Come make your witch happy.”

Ben laughed, but kept making love to Raven. With her massive breasts pressed against him and her thick hips in his hands, it was nearly impossible to stop.

“I must admit I have a craving as well,” Luna said, watching them.

She began moving, which forced Sage to move, albeit with protests. Ultimately, Sage flopped over on her back and spread her legs, while Luna laughed and crawled over her.

The silver-haired witch crawled over to Raven and kissed her on the side and back, eventually moving down to her hips. Her hands went on top of Ben’s in a gesture that felt appreciative. But after a few minutes, Raven stopped and moved aside.

Luna was still clearly sleepy as she straddled Ben’s hips, but she gave him an enthusiastic smile as she sank down on his cock. Moments later she was in the same position as Raven, lying against Ben’s chest with her arms thrown around him and her face buried against his neck.

Ben held her tightly, then let his hands go down to that perky bubble butt of hers. He squeezed on it while thrusting inside of her. Her soft breasts pressed against his chest. Next to them, Sage flopped over a few inches, refusing to move more than that. Raven laughed, then reached across and pinched her nipple.

“Ow!” Sage said, scowling at her. “Okay, you can do that again.”

Raven laughed and laid back on the bed, setting her head next to Ben. Sage moved like an inchworm until her head touched Ben’s shoulder. Luna reached over and slid her fingers into Sage’s hair, somehow making the movement look elegant.

Luna began moving with him, her hips rising and falling quickly. The sound of that was enough to finally rouse a sleepy Sage, who sat up and yawned. She turned and watched Luna’s body work up and down with a smile.

“Oh yes, I know what I need this morning,” Sage said.

She ran a gentle hand down Luna’s back while Raven caressed Luna from the other side. Luna leaned up and placed her hands on Ben’s chest, smiling with her eyes closed as her hips moved.

“Oh, I definitely know what I need,” Sage said, leaning over to kiss Luna on the shoulder.

They kept at it, Luna riding him harder and faster until a tremble ran through her body. She tensed up in Ben’s hands and cried out as she orgasmed. Raven and Sage kissed her and rubbed their hands up and down her back tenderly, but Sage made it clear she wanted to finish Ben off.

“I need it this morning,” Sage said when Luna finally slowed, then moved off Ben.

Sage gave Ben a sleepy smile as she slid one thick thigh over his hips. She worked her hips back and forth a few times, letting the wetness of her pussy slide back and forth across his erection, before reaching between her thighs and lining them up. She sank down all the way on his cock, a smile of pure bliss on her beautiful face.

Ben’s hands went right to Sage’s hips and he held on for dear life as she began riding him. Sage leaned forward and Ben bent his knees, then slid his hands to her ass. He squeezed it firmly, drawing an even bigger smile from the beautiful redhead as he thrust inside her.

“Luna, my dear,” Sage said. “Can you hand me the bottle of lube?”

Luna yawned, then grabbed the small bottle from the nightstand.

“I have a feeling I know what you want,” Luna said.

Sage straightened up, sitting upright on Ben’s cock, and then snapped her fingers in that magical way she used to prepare herself. “Yep. I need it this morning. I even dreamed about it last night.”

She reached out and Luna passed her the small bottle. Still bouncing up and down, Sage squirted a few drops onto her fingertips, then reached behind herself and wiped the lubricant on her asshole.

“Are you ready?” Sage asked, looking down at Ben.

“I’m always ready for you,” Ben said.

Sage moved her hips up and down a few more times, then raised herself briefly off Ben’s cock. Still with her hand behind her, she lined it up with her ass, took a relaxing breath, and sank down on it.

Ben let out a loud moan of pure bliss as he sank all the way into Sage’s perfect ass. When she had taken all of him she sat there for a moment, squeezing her muscles, then relaxed and began working that magnificent ass up and down.

“That is quite the sight,” Luna said, watching them from behind.

Ben slowly thrust into her ass a few times, but Sage moved with him, riding him harder and faster. Only a few seconds later, Ben was giving her full-length strokes which pushed him to the finish line. He roared as he came in her ass, and Sage’s face flushed with excitement.

She leaned back, allowing him to penetrate her even deeper. With one hand she reached behind herself, gently squeezing his balls as if trying to drain every drop from him.

“Ugh, I love how that feels,” Sage said, her head leaned back. “I love having you inside me like this. I want to walk around all day with your cum inside me.”

Ben breathed hard and wiped sweat from his brow with one arm. Raven leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I came so hard I think I pulled a muscle,” Ben said.

“You take such good care of us,” Raven said, kissing him again..

“So, what are we doing today?” Luna asked. She reached out and gently patted Sage on the butt, then after a moment squeezed it a few times.

“I know what I want to do,” Sage said quietly as she shook her hips again.

Ben chuckled. “Well, we can do pretty much whatever you all want.”

“What about the Renaissance Faire?” Raven asked.

“I would enjoy that,” Luna said.

Sage gently swayed her hips from side to side. “I think that sounds great.” She looked down at Ben and smiled. She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it and hesitated.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“Can I say something stupid?” Sage asked.

Ben rested his hands on her hips. “Sure thing, honey.”

“I feel needy today,” Sage said. “Here, bend your legs more. I demand cuddles.”

Ben bent his knees further which pushed Sage forward. He had grown soft by this time, but he was still in her ass. She leaned forward and wrapped both arms around him, nuzzling her face against Ben’s neck.

“That’s fine,” Ben said. “You’re allowed to feel needy, you know. You’re always allowed to feel that way, or whatever way you want.”

“I don’t know why,” Sage admitted. “You take such good care of us. But I just feel especially needy today. Don’t tell anyone I said that or I’ll set you on fire.”

Ben chuckled and held her tightly. “We can do whatever you want today.”

“Oh, I want to go back to the Renaissance Faire,” Sage said. “I just feel needy.”

“Well, I think we have our day planned, in that case,” Ben said. “Back to the Faire, so we can all take extra good care of Sage.”

“That sounds like the correct way to spend a day,” she said.

Luna reached over and grabbed her ass again. “I agree.”

They eventually got out of bed and took turns in the bathroom cleaning up. Ben and Sage showered together and he lathered up her hair and rubbed her shoulders, then dried her off.

Once everyone was clean and dressed, they all went downstairs to prepare for the day. Luna put coffee on, while Ben checked the fridge for potential breakfast ideas.

“I’d like to get there earlier today,” Ben said. “We can avoid the heat and get better parking.”

“Both excellent ideas,” Luna said. “Proper planning always makes things better.”

Sage walked over to the sink and bent over slightly so she could see out the small window above it. Luna walked up and slapped her on the ass. Not hard, but hard enough to make a sound.

Sage jumped and turned around. “Hey!”

Luna smiled. “I couldn’t help it.”

Sage gave her a look, then turned back around to look through the window. “It’s a beautiful day outside.”

Raven walked up and grabbed Sage’s butt with both hands and squeezed.

“Oh, so you’re doing it as well?” Sage asked.

“Well, of course,” Raven said. “You said you were needy today. We’re just helping you.”

Ben walked up and placed his hand on one of her ass cheeks, then gave it a squeeze.

“Glad to be a part of the solution,” Ben said.

“Thank you to all,” Sage said. “My ass appreciates it.”

After breakfast, Ben cleaned up while the women walked back upstairs to fix their makeup. Then, he began preparing for the day and packing some essentials. Most things could be purchased at the Renaissance Faire, so he only brought a handful of things. A bottle of water, some sunscreen, a travel pack of wet wipes.

He checked on Murphy twice, filled his water bowl extra high, and left the radio low for him like that would somehow help.

When the women came outside, Sage went straight to him and slipped her hand into his. She gave him a smile and they walked to the car together, with the others behind them.

The drive out was brighter than the day before, the city all sun-glare and Sunday traffic. Raven chattered from the back seat about what they had not gotten to see yet. Luna had the Faire map folded in her lap. Sage had claimed the passenger seat this time and stayed leaned toward Ben more often than she leaned away.

At one red light, she said quietly, "You know that thing Luna does?"

Ben glanced over. "You've gotta narrow that one down. She does a lot of things."

“At least three,” Luna said from the back seat.

Sage almost smiled. "When she holds on without talking."

He waited for her to elaborate on that..

Sage picked at the edge of her dress for a second. "Back when we were running. One night we got into this thorn hedge to hide from hounds. Couldn't move, couldn't breathe loud, couldn't do anything except wait for those animals to pass." Her eyes stayed on the windshield. "I was shaking so hard I thought the branches were moving."

Ben kept his hand loose on the wheel. Traffic rolled around them.

Sage swallowed once. "Luna pressed her forehead to mine and held me still. Just like that. No spell or speech. Just held me there until I stopped making noise."

The light turned green, and he kept driving down the road.

"That's what it feels like sometimes," she said, quieter now. "When she gets all handsy and calm with me. Like my body remembers before I do."

Sage smiled despite herself, then took his hand off the console and held it between both of hers for the next mile. Luna leaned forward and placed a calm hand on Sage’s shoulder. Sage leaned over and kissed the back of Luna’s hand.

“I love you,” Sage whispered. Ben wasn’t sure who she said it to, but it didn’t matter.

Parking was less brutal than the day before, which Ben chose to take as a blessing from whatever patron saint watched over weird little festivals and overheated people. When they got out of the car, the women opened their black lace parasols right away. The sight of all three of them in black dresses with those parasols against the bright Sunday field was ridiculous enough that Ben had to stop and appreciate it.

Raven caught him looking. "What?"

“You all just look really great,” Ben said. “That’s all.”

Sage narrowed her eyes at him. “Careful. I’m watching you.”

“What?” Ben asked. “I just complimented you!”

“I know,” she replied.

The walk toward the entrance held a bit less excitement this time, but more familiarity. At the same time, all four of them were eager to return to the things that had brought them such happiness the day before.

Halfway to the gate, Luna drifted up beside Sage and, without breaking stride, grabbed her ass again. Her hand went right up the back of Sage’s dress and got extra friendly.

Sage’s eyebrows shot up. “Luna, you’re out of control!”

Luna smiled. “Your ass is out of control.”

Raven looked down, staring at Sage’s ass for a moment. Luna’s hand was still there.

“I have to agree with Luna,” Raven said as she reached out and grabbed Sage’s other cheek. “This definitely meets the criteria for being out of control.”

“Glad to be appreciated,” Sage said, rolling her eyes.

“We’re being supportive,” Luna said.

Ben, because this had apparently become a household ritual and because Sage's laugh was back in full now, reached out as they walked and gave her ass one quick possessive squeeze too.

She raised her hand and flipped him off over her shoulder.

“Glad you learned to count to one,” Ben said.

Sage whirled around, green eyes on fire, a quick insult ready to hurl. She saw Ben smiling at her and her face broke into a smile and laugh. Ben moved forward and hugged her tightly, then kissed her on the cheek.

"Alright," she said. "Fine. Maybe I do like being fussed over."

Raven kissed her temple. "Excellent. We like doing it."

Luna grabbed her butt again. “Yes, we certainly do.”

“Good,” Ben said. “Alright, time for day two of this.”


Chapter seventeen


Black sundresses, black lace parasols, new black boots still clean enough to show off. Raven's dark hair loose over her shoulders, Luna's pale hair pinned back neatly, Sage's red hair bright as a warning flare between all that black.

They looked incredible. They were breathtaking together, like some piece of fine art, too impossibly gorgeous to actually be real.

"You all know people are staring, right?" Ben said.

Raven smiled at him beneath the edge of her parasol. "Then we are doing excellent work."

Sage hooked her free hand into Ben’s arm. "Come on, let’s get a drink or something."

The first hour turned into shopping, for the most part. Just a lane full of things the women had not seen yesterday, now approached with the confidence of people who had survived first contact and wanted more. Trinkets, clothing, a little bit of everything.

Raven got caught by a ribbon stall almost immediately. The table was covered in black ribbons, lace ties, little velvet rosettes, silver hair pins, beaded combs, all of it laid out under a striped awning by a woman wearing enough black lace to sink a less committed person.

Raven set down her parasol and picked up a narrow ribbon with tiny onyx-colored beads stitched into the edge. Her full lips curved into a smile as she examined it.

"Oh, this is gorgeous in exactly the right way," she said as she fussed over the ribbon.

The vendor grinned. "Try the wider one right next to it. That one sits better if you've got a lot of hair."

Raven reached out for it, making a delighted little clicking noise with her tongue. She picked up the ribbon and handed it to Ben.

"Tie this in my hair," she said, turning around and setting her parasol down.

He blinked. "Right here?"

"Yes, right there in my hair,” she said. “If you fail me publicly, you’ll be shamed forever. No pressure or anything, though."

Luna leaned in at once, interested. Sage crossed her arms and watched with open delight.

Ben took the ribbon. Raven gathered her black hair over one shoulder and started humming again while her fingers worked quickly, dividing and braiding with an ease that still fascinated him.

His fingers were bigger and less elegant, but he'd watched enough by now. He wrapped the ribbon at the end, tied it carefully in something that resembled a bow, then tightened it three times to make sure it would hold.

Raven turned back. The vendor put a hand to her chest. "Okay, that's gorgeous."

Raven looked at Ben first, not the mirror hanging from the stall beam. Her face was expectant, like she wanted his approval more than she wanted to actually see it for herself.

He smiled. "Yeah. Keep that one."

The look she gave him after that was small and bright and a little too pleased to hide.

Sage picked up a wider ribbon and held it against her own hair. "Would this look stupid on me?"

"No," Raven said at once. “Sage honey, nothing looks stupid on you.”

Luna took the ribbon from her, stepped behind her, and with absolutely no warning began working Sage's hair into a shorter, rougher braid. When Luna tied the ribbon off and stepped back, Sage reached up and touched the braid with careful fingers.

"Oh," she said, holding up the mirror. “Yeah, I like that. It’s cute.”

Raven smiled at her. "See?"

They bought both the ribbons. Ben went ahead and bought duplicates of each, just in case they lost them.

After that came a leather stall with belts, cuffs, little pouches, and hand-tooled harness pieces that immediately turned Raven and Sage into a problem. Ben had to physically walk them past one particular display because Raven kept lifting pieces and saying things like, "For private use, clearly," while Sage snorted into her parasol and Luna pretended to be above all of it while very obviously reading the stitching quality.

A little farther down, they found a portrait artist doing charcoal sketches under a shaded canopy. A chalkboard sign said they did all; couples, families, even pets.

Ben thought for a moment then pointed toward the artist. "Let's do it," he said.

Raven turned to him. "Really?"

"Yeah,” Ben said. “All four of us. This could be fun, plus we could hang it on the wall. It would be nice to have something with all of us in it."

The artist, an older man in a black vest with charcoal on his fingers, looked up from his current sketch and smiled. "I can do a group," he said, adjusting his wire-framed glasses.

That was how they ended up seated on a bench under the canopy while people drifted by and glanced over and kept glancing because, honestly, they were a ridiculous-looking group and the artist knew it. He arranged them with practiced confidence.

Luna seated at one end, serene as a saint in mourning. Sage on the arm of the bench, one hand on Ben's shoulder. Ben in the middle because apparently he was the spine of every composition now. Raven half leaning against him with her parasol tilted over one shoulder and that dark ribbon braided into her hair.

"Look at each other if you like," the artist said as he began sketching. "Makes it warmer."

Raven laughed under her breath. "Dangerous instruction."

Ben tried to hold still. He was bad at holding still when people were observing him on purpose. But every time he looked at one of the women, it got easier. Sage's fingers curled warmly at his shoulder. Raven kept smiling at him like she knew exactly how ridiculous this whole thing was and loved it anyway.

When the artist finished, he turned the sketch around for them to see. It was rough and fast and good enough to steal Ben's breath for a second. It wasn’t an exact likeness, nor a caricature, but more of a fast approximation that somehow captured their respective likenesses perfectly while still having a rough, almost abstract quality.

“I love it,” Raven said.

“Yeah,” Ben agreed. “That’s awesome.”

Ben paid without arguing the price. They carried the rolled-up sketch tucked into one of their bags, and kept walking around, checking stalls and enjoying the day.

They ended up back near the common area with cold drinks and a paper tray of roasted nuts they did not need but bought anyway. Raven stole half the almonds. Sage stole half of Raven's stolen share. Ben kept the sketch tube tucked against his side like something more fragile than paper. Raven leaned into him under the shade and watched the crowd go by.

"Do you know what this feels like?" she asked.

Ben looked at her. "What?"

She smiled at a group of people walking by. “This might sound strange, but it makes me feel like I belong. It’s just a taste of home, but it’s something that makes me feel like everything’s gonna be alright. No one’s going to come looking for us, screaming fire and brimstone."

Sage looked out at the lane, at the costumed crowds and cheap magic and people too busy having fun to be afraid of witches in black dresses, and nodded once like she'd decided something.

"I'm wearing my new boots to work," she said.

“I think you’re the last one to come to that conclusion,” Luna said with a faint smile. “I want to wear mine everywhere.”

“Assuming you’ll even have work tomorrow,” Ben said, grabbing his phone. He checked it but there were no new texts from Jolene, which could be either good or bad. “I hope Jolene’s feeling better,” he muttered.

“I wonder if I can find anything else for work,” Sage said absentmindedly, looking around. “Should I wear a corset? Do you think I could pull that off?”

“People might faint at the sight of you in a corset,” Ben said with a smile.

Sage shot him a grin, but didn’t say anything.

The rest of their afternoon was quiet and calm, mostly involving them sipping on drinks and watching people. Raven pointed out a few that went all-out with their garb and looked like medieval royalty. Sage just commented the weather was too warm to dress like that. She wasn’t wrong.

She made sure to sit next to Ben the entire time. He could sense it there, her neediness. Ben wasn’t sure why she felt needy, but he made it a point to take good care of her that day, and to hold her hand when they walked back to the car.


Chapter eighteen


Sage claimed the front seat before Ben had even unlocked the car. She hurried forward, waiting by the door while the others slowly approached. No one protested, and Raven and Luna sat in the back seat, quietly chattering with each other.

By the time Ben got behind the wheel, Raven and Luna were in the back with their bags and the rolled portrait tucked carefully between them. The late afternoon light had gone honey-gold over the parking field. Dust lifted behind departing cars. Somewhere a kid was still yelling about wanting one more sword.

Sage reached for Ben's hand before he even started the engine. Ben gave it a quick squeeze.

“Hold on,” he said, then released her hand so he could start the car. Once it was running, he put the car in drive and took Sage’s hand again.

He pulled out slowly with his left hand on the wheel and his right hand caught in hers. The field moved in fits and starts around them, cars creeping toward the exit. Behind them Raven was describing, in great detail, the exact kind of frame she wanted for the charcoal portrait. Luna had already started disagreeing politely about sun exposure and frame materials.

Ben let the women talk behind them and drove. Once they hit the road and the traffic spread out, he looked over again. Sage's head was tipped back against the seat. Her eyes were half closed. She looked happily wrung out, but there was something intent underneath it. She was gathering herself for something. He recognized that too.

A few miles passed before she spoke again.

"I meant it," Sage said.

Ben glanced over. "What part?"

"When I said I appreciated the extra care," she said.

Her thumb moved once over the back of his hand. Ben gave her hand a soft squeeze in return.

“No thanks needed,” Ben said in an easy voice. “Taking care of you is always my pleasure.”

“I love you,” Sage whispered.

Traffic slowed near a light. Ben eased to a stop and turned enough to really look at her.

"Yeah, but where I come from that wasn't..." She stopped and pursed her lips, then tried again. "Back home, if you got hurt hauling wood or skinning game or doing anything ugly enough to count as useful, people respected that. If you cried or asked for gentleness, they acted like you were wasting everyone's time."

The light turned green, and Ben started driving again.

Sage looked down at their joined hands. "My father used to tell me pain only counted if you ignored it. If you could still lift after, still work after, then you keep your mouth shut." Her laugh came out short and not very funny. "So now every time I want something kind, some part of me still feels stupid about it."

Ben tightened his grip on Sage's hand. "You're not stupid."

Sage nodded and turned to look out the window for a moment. "I know that here. I just wanted to say... I noticed. All day. The hand-holding and the fussing and everybody grabbing my ass like lunatics."

That got a laugh out of Raven. Luna's followed, softer.

Sage spoke again, quiet, almost a whisper. "I love when you take care of me."

His hand flexed around hers and she squeezed him back.

From the back, Raven said gently, "Well. That is sickeningly sweet."

Luna added, "It is."

Sage immediately went pink and glared over her shoulder. "I hate both of you."

"No, you don't," Raven said with a smile.

"No, I don't," Sage agreed. “But I’m going to pretend I do for the next five minutes.”

Ben laughed, and the tension eased within the car. Sage, who challenged and grabbed and dared and fought everything with her chin up, had sat in his front seat and told him kindness still scared her a little. He didn't take that lightly.

By the time they got home, Murphy was at the door before the key fully turned, barking himself hoarse with joy and accusation. The house swallowed them back up in familiar sounds. Nails on wood. Bags on the floor. Raven laughing as Murphy shoved his nose under her skirt hem with indecent curiosity. Luna carrying the portrait tube upstairs like sacred cargo.

Sage lingered near Ben in the hallway while the others drifted off into their own corners of evening.

Raven announced she was taking a bath before she became too sleepy to run the water herself. Luna disappeared into the living room with a book and one of the new black blankets over her legs. Murphy settled near the couch with a sigh, as if supervising everyone was a burden only he could bear.

Sage stayed in the kitchen doorway while Ben got them all water and stared into the fridge deciding whether dinner was necessary after turkey legs and roasted nuts and beer.

"Easier dinner," he said. "Maybe sandwiches or something."

Sage pushed off the doorway and came up behind him. Her hands slid around his waist. Her cheek touched his back between his shoulders.

"That's fine," she murmured.

Ben covered one of her hands with his. "Are you tired?"

"A little," she said, then kissed his back. “But not too tired.”

Ben turned in her arms so he could look at her. Up close, she looked flushed again, but not from heat.

“Not too tired for dinner?” Ben asked.

Sage’s lips quirked into a faint smile. “Actually, I’d prefer something else right now. Something upstairs.”

Ben looked past her toward the living room. Luna was curled in the chair with her book, actually reading. Raven's bathwater had started upstairs, old pipes muttering through the walls.

"I think that sounds like a great idea,” Ben said.

They smiled at each other for a moment, then leaned in for a soft kiss. Ben took Sage’s face in his hands, holding her gently as he kissed her full lips.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Sage said against his mouth.

Ben smiled and took her hand, then walked toward the stairs. Sage pushed ahead, going in front of them. She knew what she was doing, and Ben thoroughly appreciated it; the view of Sage walking up the stairs in front of him was simply amazing.

Ben called out over his shoulder toward Luna. "We're gonna be upstairs for a bit."

Luna looked up from her book, took one glance at Sage's face, and smiled knowingly. "Of course."

From the bathroom, Raven answered. "Take your time, my darlings. I don’t think I’m going to move for the next hour."

Upstairs, Sage closed the bedroom door behind them and stood there with her back against it for one second, breathing. They watched each other while Ben reached up and grabbed the neck of his shirt.

Sage crossed the room in three quick steps, grabbed his shirt in both hands, and kissed him hard. There was a passion and hunger in her kiss that felt different than usual. Ben pulled his shirt off over his head and tossed it to the floor, then went back to kissing her.

“I need you,” Sage said, then kissed him again.

He reached down and grabbed the bottom hem of her short dress, then pulled it off. Sage worked with him, quickly yanking off her bra and her socks. She almost never wore panties, which made the short dresses extra scandalous.

Ben found himself almost scrambling to remove his clothes. As he tore at his socks, Sage climbed onto the bed, facing away from him, crawling slowly. His eyes drank in her beauty, every perfect curve.

As soon as Ben got to the bed, Sage rolled over onto her back. She slid back until she rested on a pillow and spread her soft thighs for him. With a smile, Ben grabbed onto one of her legs and began kissing her knee, then slowly moved higher.

“Oh, Ben,” Sage said in a soft voice as he kissed her upper thigh.

Ben let his fingers gently trace across her labia and tease her clitoris, then kissed her other thigh. By the time he finally got to her pussy, she was soaking wet and eager for his tongue.

“Yes, my love,” Sage said, reaching down for him.

She slid her fingers into his hair as he ran his tongue up and down her pussy, savoring her deliciousness. His tongue parted her lips and slowly moved side-to-side as he moved up toward her clitoris. Once there, he settled in and began rubbing it, side-to-side and in little circles.

Sage gasped when he started toying with her love button. Her grip on his hair tightened and Ben knew he had hit the jackpot.

Ben got comfortable and kept at it. Pleasing Sage that day was simple and involved him working on her most sensitive areas. Once he brought her to her first orgasm, he lightened his touch, letting her slowly recover. Then, he went at it again, licking at her clit until she was crying out his name.

Five orgasms later, Sage couldn’t take it any longer. She used her grip on his hair to pull at him.

“Come here,” she said, her voice breathy. “Please. I need you inside me.”

Ben straightened up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He rubbed the head of his cock against her pussy and pushed it inside. Sage let out a loud moan as he entered her, and he nearly did the same.

They made gentle love that evening. No spanking or hair pulling, no cumming in her ass, nothing rough. Just two people that cared for each other, enjoying the intimate feeling of safety in each other’s arms. They kissed the entire time, and Sage kept her fingers tangled in Ben’s hair like she never wanted to let go.

He told her when he was ready to cum and her face flushed with excitement.

“Yes, yes!” she said, spreading her legs further. “Cum inside me, my darling.”

Ben called out her name as he came, pumping an absolutely massive load inside her. Sage pulled him close, holding him tightly even as he finished. Ben kissed the side of her face several times, breathing hard after such a hard orgasm. He went to roll off of her, but she tightened her grip on him.

“No,” she said as she ran her fingers up and down his back. “Just stay here for a moment.”

“Okay,” Ben said, lying flat on her. He felt like he was squashing her, but she loved it.

“I must warn you,” Sage said quietly. “I think I’m going to get more possessive now.”

“Oh no,” Ben said, kissing her face. “Whatever shall I do?”

“Hopefully more of that thing with your tongue,” she replied.

Ben laughed and kissed her forehead. They held each other for another moment, then Sage leaned back so she could look him in the eye.

“Hey,” she said.

“Yeah?” Ben asked.

“I think coming through the portal and meeting you is the best thing I’ve ever done,” she said.

They kissed for a long time after that, until Ben’s phone buzzed. With a groan, he pulled himself out of Sage and rolled off her. He immediately missed the feeling. After grabbing his phone from his pants pocket, he checked it. It was a text from Jolene.

I’m still sick. You’ll have to run the store tomorrow.

Ben frowned, then quickly replied to her.

You’re fine. We’ll take care of everything. Stay home and heal.

He told Sage what was going on and she frowned as well.

“I hope Jolene is okay. We might need to head over to her place and heal her if she doesn’t feel better soon,” Sage said. “I like Jolene. Her being sick bothers me.”

“We’ll check on her again tomorrow,” Ben said.

He leaned back against the pillows and Sage laid her smiling face against his chest.

“But for now, I just want to lie here,” she said.


Chapter nineteen


The next morning came and Ben felt oddly excited to work. That wasn’t something he was used to, but he genuinely liked this job.

It was well past nine when he woke. He got out of bed with a bit of energy in his step, then took a quick shower and brushed his teeth. By the time he was out of the bedroom, the witches began waking up. They moved much more slowly, and that was okay.

He went downstairs and started on breakfast while the witches slowly moved around. His french toast mixture was already prepared by the time Raven walked down the stairs, hair a beautiful mess and her curves barely contained in an old tank top of his.

Luna and Sage came next, both in old t-shirts. As usual, Luna was as graceful as could be, while Sage’s ass was barely contained by the shirt. She kept pulling it down to cover her big butt, but by the time she got into the kitchen she threw her hands up and gave up.

“Fine, I guess all of you are seeing my ass this morning,” she muttered.

Luna leaned over, getting an eyeful of Sage’s cheeks. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we definitely are. And I can promise you, no one will complain.”

Sage rolled her eyes, but smiled as she turned away.

Ben dipped several slices of bread in his egg and cream mixture, then tossed them on a square griddle. They sizzled as they cooked.

“Oh, that smells delightful,” Raven said.

“Unfortunately, it tastes terrible,” Ben replied.

Raven started, and Ben turned around and stuck his tongue out at her. They both laughed.

“So, we’re running the store today?” Luna asked.

“Yeah, unfortunately Jolene is still sick,” Ben said.

“That is concerning,” Luna replied.

“That’s what I said last night,” Sage added. “If she’s still sick later, I think we should go heal her. She’s been good to us, so we should return the favor.”

Luna nodded. “I agree. It feels like the right thing to do.”

“So, what’s this?” Sage asked as she walked up to stand next to Ben.

“French toast,” Ben said. “One of my favorite things.”

“It smells great,” Sage said, smiling at him. “I want—hey!”

She turned her head and found Luna there, both hands on Sage’s ass.

“Oh, excuse me,” Luna said, still holding onto Sage’s ass. “We were talking about eating things and I figured I’d start with this.”

Sage laughed, then leaned over and pecked Luna on the lips. “You are such a troublesome delight at times, my dear.”

Luna winked at her, then walked back to her stool and sat down.

Ben served everyone french toast, making sure to give Sage not quite enough and himself twice as much as he needed. As soon as he cut his and poured a bit of maple syrup on it, Sage reached over and stole a bite. She smiled at him as she chewed.

“Oh yes, that’s wonderful,” Luna said after a bite.

“This might be your best breakfast yet,” Raven said.

“I’ve been thinking,” Ben said. “I love this stuff, but I wonder if I can make a healthier version that still tastes as good.”

Sage shrugged. “Go ahead and try. Let’s have french toast for dinner.”

“I second that,” Raven said. Luna nodded.

“Alright,” Ben said. “Well, that was easy.”

After breakfast, everyone cleaned up together. Ben took Murphy on a short walk while the women all took showers and got dressed. When he returned, he fed the dog and made sure he had plenty of water, then prepared a few things.

“You should wear more black,” Raven said when Ben walked into the bedroom.

“Uh, okay,” Ben said. “Sure. I mean, I don’t mind.”

“Yeah, and keep growing your hair out,” Sage added, looking him over. “No beard though,” she said, gently patting his cheek.

“No beard?” Ben asked.

Sage shook her head. “No beard. It’ll chafe my thighs.” She grinned at him. “And my ass, if you’re a good boy.”

Ben laughed. “Okay, that’s reason enough for me. So, no haircut for a year and no beard either. Deal.”

Raven stared at him so intently he had to pause and turn to her.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“Your hair,” Raven said. “Dark brown, which is close enough. Hold on. Luna, come here and help me.”

Luna walked over and they held hands while Raven whispered a few things to her. They both nodded, then turned to face Ben. Raven chanted something low under her breath while Luna made several gestures with her hands.

“Ah, what?” Ben said, reaching up and touching his head.

His hair had grown about an inch and was tickling his ears and the back of his neck. After a few seconds, it grew another inch.

“How did you do that?” he asked, scratching his scalp.

Raven winked and his hair grew another inch.

“I think that’s all we can do for now,” she explained. “Your body will need to catch up a bit. In a week or two we might be able to do that again. Make sure you eat plenty.”

Ben reached up and felt his hair, which was considerably longer than it had been. So, long hair was in his future, apparently. He had never done that before, but it felt like a small price to pay to keep his witchy wives happy.

“Alright, long hair it is,” he said. “Uh, do I need to style it or anything?”

Raven laughed. “No, you’re a man. Just wash it and brush it.”

“Done,” he said, giving her finger guns.

Once everyone was ready, they slowly walked down the sidewalk toward work. It was a nice day, with reasonably pleasant weather. No one catcalled the women that morning, which was always a plus. That helped to keep everyone in a good mood.

Nighttime Oddities smelled the same as always when he unlocked it, incense sunk into old wood, candle wax, dust, black fabric. But stepping in first with Jolene absent made the place feel different somehow, less like a cozy little goth kingdom and more like a machine they'd better keep running.

Ben switched off the alarm, turned on lights, and got to work before the women had fully come in behind him.

"Raven, front display and window check,” Ben said. “Luna, register count with me. Sage, quick sweep of the floor and make sure nothing's weird in the bathroom or back hall."

Sage grinned. "Look at you, bossing us around."

"Move," he said, but he was smiling.

Raven dropped her purse under the counter and headed for the front display, already straightening candles and tilting little skulls for maximum temptation. Luna came behind the register and began counting the float with the solemn precision of a banker. Sage disappeared into the back with a broom over one shoulder like she was carrying a weapon.

Ben checked the inbox, checked the handwritten vendor notes, checked his phone. He had one new text from Jolene.

Still alive, I think. Inventory should arrive this afternoon. Don’t break anything.

Ben chuckled and typed back.

We’ve got everything under control. Get some rest.

Then he went back to work. The witches worked efficiently, getting the store ready in record time. Everything felt practiced and natural, now.

“Are you doing alright?” Luna asked. “You look a little tense.”

Raven glanced over at him. "Yeah, you are a little."

Ben shut the register drawer. "I just want the day to be clean, that’s all."

The bell over the door rang, and from then on the day started climbing.

A woman in office clothes came in for a birthday gift and left with a moon journal, black lipstick, and a pair of silver bat earrings because Raven got one look at her and decided she had hidden beauty that could only be unleashed with those earrings. A teenage couple spent twenty minutes pretending not to shop for each other and left blushing with matching rings. A middle-aged man who insisted he was "just looking" bought two incense bundles and a skull mug after Sage told him the mug made him look less boring than he probably was.

Ben floated where needed, and every minute made the next one easier. Answer the phone, restock journals, bag purchases, check the order binder. He fell into a rhythm of work, handling all the boring parts while the witches sold everything.

By noon the shop was busy enough that lunch got reduced to protein bars and bottled water grabbed one at a time between sales. Raven came up beside him near the register while he was ringing up a stack of black pillar candles and briefly leaned against him.

“We're doing well," she said.

Ben glanced over. Luna was helping two women choose between necklaces. Sage had a cluster of college girls laughing near the cosmetics display. The front table looked picked over in exactly the way they wanted.

"Yeah," he said. "We are."

Raven smiled, pleased and a little proud. Ben leaned over and gave her a kiss.

Their inventory delivery came at two thirty. Three big stacks of boxes and one annoyed man with a hand truck, all of it wedged through the front door in a rush while customers tried to browse around the chaos. Ben signed for everything at the counter, checked the invoice against what he'd put in with Jolene last week, and felt his pulse tick up.

Candles, journals, chokers, the list went on and on. It was enough to create an absolute mess of the store, which is what he wanted to avoid.

Sage appeared at his shoulder and looked at the stack. "That's obscene."

"Yeah," Ben said. “Seeing it in person, it almost feels like too much.”

"We could set one on fire," Sage suggested.

Ben laughed. “Let’s avoid that for now, okay?”

She shrugged. "It would make less inventory, which would kind of solve the problem. Really, you should be thanking me for that suggestion."

Ben hauled boxes to the back while Raven and Luna kept the front alive. The stockroom went from snug to impossible in fifteen minutes. Cardboard everywhere, packing paper underfoot. Labels, invoices, half-opened cartons, no clean path to the existing shelf wall.

He knelt by one box and started checking items against the order sheet fast enough that his handwriting went ugly. Footsteps sounded behind him. It was Raven, slipping into the back room and shutting the door on the customer noise for one second.

"You need help," she said, stating the obvious.

"I need another six feet of building," Ben said, glancing around.

She crouched beside him in her black sundress without complaint and started reading labels off the nearest box. "Tell me what goes where and I’ll do what I can."

For the next half hour they worked in bursts between customers. Raven carried stock out front in armfuls. Ben checked counts and stacked what couldn't be shelved yet. Luna slipped in when the register was clear to confirm an invoice, then went back out again before the bell over the door rang. Sage took over front-floor questions with blunt charm while Ben wrestled a flat of candles onto a high shelf.

The problem was simple: Too much had arrived at once, and they were too busy to properly place it without making the back room worse.

At four-thirty Ben stood in the doorway of the stockroom with sweat at the base of his neck and looked at the floor-to-ceiling cardboard mess. A customer laughed out front. The register chimed. Somebody asked Raven if a velvet choker counted as office wear. She told them yes, but only if the rest of the outfit matched.

Ben made the call right there. He stepped onto the sales floor and raised his voice just enough to catch the women.

"We're closing an hour early today, folks. Five instead of six."

They turned to look at him, as did the customers.

“Sorry everyone, we just got a bunch of new inventory in today,” Ben said.

The customers nodded and went back to shopping, although they moved faster now.

Raven read his face first and nodded before he finished the thought. Luna glanced toward the crowded back room and understood immediately. Sage looked delighted by the chance to make an announcement.

Raven did one quick lap through the floor, telling lingering browsers with a bright smile that they had a special early-closing curse in effect and should buy their weird little treats now. Sage locked the front door exactly at five, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and turned back toward the store with the expression of a woman ready to get to work.

The next hour was all labor. Boxes split open, plastic wrap stripped. Shelves faced and filled, new hooks installed. Ben built the shelf unit with an Allen key clenched between his teeth at one point while Raven handed him parts and made fun of his concentration face.

Luna checked quantities against invoices and caught one vendor error before it got buried. Sage carried heavier boxes into the next room. The whole place changed under their hands.

By the time the stockroom floor reappeared, Ben's shirt was stuck to his back and his legs ached in the good practical way. More importantly, the store looked right again.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, so he pulled it out. It was Jolene. He put her on speaker while they stood among flattened boxes and fresh shelves.

"Tell me everything," she said, voice rougher than usual but still dry. "And just lie if needed."

Ben looked around at the women, all of them sweaty and black-clad and bright-eyed from the work.

"Well, inventory came in,” Ben said. “We closed an hour early so we could take care of everything. You’ve got considerably more stock out on the shelves now, and some new displays."

“Any problems?” Jolene asked.

Before Ben could answer, Sage leaned over.

“Yeah, one big problem,” she said. “You’re sick and we don’t like that. We can’t let our boss stay sick, so we’re coming over to heal you.”

Jolene paused for a moment before answering. “No, you’re not.”

“You can’t stop us,” Raven said, calling out over Ben’s shoulder. “We’ll just use magic to find you if we have to. But we’re coming over to make you feel better, and that’s that.”

Jolene groaned loudly. “FINE. Let me clean up a bit first. I look almost as bad as I feel.”

Ben wrote down Jolene’s address and then hung up the phone. The witches continued tidying up the place, but at one point Raven stopped and stared wide-eyed at the door.

“What is it?” Ben asked, walking over to stand next to her.

There, peering through the glass, was a man in a long coat. His face was shadowed so Ben couldn’t make out many features, but he was bald and seemed to be glaring at them. He placed one hand on the glass.

“We’re closed!” Ben shouted, perhaps a little too loud.

The man stayed in place. Ben looked over at Raven, who had gone completely still.

“Hey, are you alright?” Ben asked.

“No,” Raven said without hesitation.

Sage walked up, looked at them, then glanced over at the door. Her eyes widened immediately.

“No!” she shouted, and raised her hand.

The air shimmered around the man and he suddenly darted away. Ben rushed toward the door, unlocked it, and walked outside.

“Hey!” Ben shouted, but the man was already far down the sidewalk, running hard.

The man turned into the street, running right into traffic…and disappeared.

“What the fuck?” Ben asked.

“Sums up my thoughts,” Sage said from over his shoulder.

Ben turned and looked at her for one moment, then grabbed her hand and pulled her back inside. After locking the door, he faced all three women.

“Okay, who was that? What’s going on?” Ben asked.

“I swear that looked like the local priest,” Raven said. “Back from our world. He led the charge when they came for us, right before we created the portal here.”

Ben paused. “But how is that possible?”

Sage scowled in the direction the man had run. “I tried to set him on fire. He resisted, somehow. It must be him; a regular person wouldn’t be able to resist my magic.”

“He was involved with some rather dark things,” Luna said quietly. “Very dark things. He drew power from them, while convincing the rest of the village we were the evil ones. That’s one of the reasons he turned everyone against us; we knew his true nature.”

“And he’s here now?” Ben asked.

“I hope not,” Sage said.

“It doesn’t seem possible,” Luna added. “I don’t understand it at all. But that man resisted Sage’s fire magic somehow. Very few people can do that, even among our type.”

Ben turned and looked out the door. He refused to let anything steal his happiness anymore, especially with the witches now in his life. But this was concerning.

If he had to fight, then it wouldn’t be the first time. But no matter what, he would protect his witches.


Chapter twenty


They spent another few minutes cleaning up the store, although everyone kept shooting nervous glances at the window. The mood was tense, but they worked quickly and soon were done.

“Alright, let’s go check on Jolene,” Ben said once everyone’s work was done. He sensed the tension in the room. “And make sure we keep our eyes open.”

“Oh, I was planning on walking with my eyes closed,” Sage said. Raven rolled her eyes.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Ben said. “Keep an eye out for any creepy old men in trench coats.”

“Wait, how many creepy old men live in Baltimore?” Luna asked.

Ben frowned. “Okay, so we’re looking for specific creepy old men.”

That got a laugh out of her. Ben pulled out his phone and texted Jolene one more time.

On our way. Be there shortly.

Jolene’s response came back only a few seconds later.

I look terrible. If you mock me, I’ll fire you all, then rehire you so I can fire you again.

Ben smiled and put his phone back in his pocket. “I think Jolene might be feeling a little better. She’s back to her old jokes.”

“Let’s check on Murphy first,” Sage said. “He’ll miss us after all this time away.”

“We should have a plan if we see that guy again,” Ben said.

Sage nodded. “The simplest plan is me setting him on fire.”

Raven pointed at her. “That one.”

Ben shook his head. “We need to capture him so we can learn who he is and how he got here, then turn him over to the police.”

Sage narrowed her eyes. “We’ll see.”

They left the building and quickly walked home, arriving there in only about ten minutes. The evening was nice, but everyone was focused.

Murphy greeted them with scrambling feet, licking hands and woofing excitedly. Ben let him out back, telling himself he’d clean up the yard later. Sage sat down and rubbed her feet for a moment while Ben poured food in Murphy’s bowl.

“Are you alright?” Luna asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Sage said. “Just a lot of walking today and I’m still breaking in these boots.” She made a few motions with her hands, magically healing her feet. “I probably shouldn’t do that. I need to build up callouses.”

Raven told Ben to go upstairs and change into a fresh shirt. Black, of course. He said okay and did just that.

Five minutes later, they were walking down the sidewalk again, this time in the direction of Jolene’s house. She didn’t live very far away, and fortunately the path there didn’t go through any particularly rough neighborhoods. Ben was actually surprised at just how close Jolene lived to them.

When they arrived there, they found Jolene’s little rowhome matching her in a quaint, subtle way. It was a brick rowhome, but the door had been painted red with black iron hinges. The iron railing was black as well. A small flower pot stood next to the door with a bouquet of fake black roses in it.

Raven smoothed her dress over her hips. Sage checked the street automatically. Luna was already studying the windows.

"Everybody ready?" Ben asked.

Sage shrugged. "To see our boss look human? Sure."

Ben went up the steps first and knocked. A few seconds later, the lock clicked. Then, a second lock clicked. Then a third. The door opened three inches, still with a chain in place. An eye surrounded with black makeup peered at him.

"Last chance to go away," Jolene said.

Her voice sounded rough and thinned out by exhaustion, but her flat way of speaking was still there. That was nice to hear.

Ben opened his mouth to say something but Raven stepped up.

“Open this door right now so we can take care of you,” she demanded. “And we won’t take no for an answer.”

Jolene’s eye narrowed. “Be careful. I can only accept so much positivity in a day. You might have to insult me every five minutes to even things out.”

Sage leaned around Ben enough to be seen through the gap. "Open up, boss. Your witches want to heal you."

“Ben, did you get a reverse haircut?” Jolene asked.

Ben shrugged and ran his fingers through his longer hair. “Yeah. Kind of a long, weird story.”

The chain slid free a second later. When the door opened fully, Ben understood the protest.

Jolene wore a small black tank top and short black shorts, the kind of clothes that were probably comfortable but still only barely managed to contain her. Her black hair was messy in a way that somehow managed to look like it was arranged that way on purpose. The black makeup around her eyes was smudged a bit and her skin was paler than usual.

“Wow,” Sage said, looking her up and down. “Jolene, you look incredible.”

“Where have you been hiding?” Raven asked.

Jolene blushed and quickly turned away, walking inside her small house. That just meant four sets of eyes immediately checked out her ass, which was surprisingly round. Her ass moved with each step, damn near as impressive as Sage or Raven.

“Stop it,” Jolene said. “I can hear your eyeballs moving. Cut it out.”

“BUT YOU’RE SO PRETTY!” Sage said, hurrying after her. She immediately linked arms with Jolene, who stopped and looked down. “Okay, where are we going?” Sage asked.

Jolene’s dry demeanor cracked and she laughed. There was a measure of gratitude in her laugh, like she wasn’t used to such open affection and care.

Raven walked up to her and set a gentle hand on Jolene’s shoulder. “We’re here to take care of you. You’ve been so good to us. Let us return the favor.”

“Maybe,” Jolene said, her voice overly suspicious.

She pulled free of Sage and walked into her living room, which had red walls and black furniture. After plopping down on a black velvet couch, she looked over at them as if wondering what they’d do next.

Jolene's place was darker than Ben’s, but decorated in a way the witches clearly loved. Ben could already see them taking mental notes. Black velvet pillows on the couch. Coffin-shaped shelves on one wall. Candles everywhere, though none lit at the moment. A stack of inventory invoices sat on the dining table next to a bottle of antacids and a mug that said HEX THE PATRIARCHY.

“You should be resting,” Ben said, pointing to the invoices.

Jolene snorted. "Work never sleeps. It merely dehydrates."

Luna stepped a little closer, her gaze moving over Jolene with the same careful attention Ben had seen her use on damaged things and delicate things. "How long have you felt like this?"

"Three days? Four?" Jolene rubbed at one temple. "I assumed it was a stomach bug. Then food poisoning. Then cosmic punishment for something I may have done in my previous life. I dunno, I can’t tell what’s wrong with me, if you want the truth."

"You should've gone to urgent care," Ben said.

Jolene gave him a flat look. "Do you know how much that costs without health insurance?"

Raven had already moved to her side. Not touching yet. Just close enough that the care was obvious. "You should have called us."

Jolene laughed softly, then winced like even that took too much out of her. "I texted you. That was enough. I don’t like feeling weak in front of others.”

“Hey, it’s not weakness,” Ben said. “You’re just sick.”

“Enough of this,” Luna said, grabbing her purse. “Where is the kitchen? I’m making you tea.”

Jolene pointed, and Luna quickly walked in that direction.

Ben looked at the room again. The bills on the table. The untouched throw blanket half fallen off the couch. The fact that she'd probably been doing all of this alone, counting symptoms and checking the register in her head and insisting it was just tiredness because she did not know how else to be. His heart went out to her, and he suddenly felt an urge to hug her.

"Did you see anyone before this started?" Sage asked.

Jolene frowned. "What do you mean? Like, a date? My last girlfriend was moderately crazy. Besides, I tend to avoid love. It messes with my decor too much. I prefer relationships that only last a night or two."

Sage chuckled, but continued. "No, like anyone hanging around? Watching the shop, or your house."

Jolene looked toward her own front window, past the curtains. "Right before I got sick," she said slowly, "I did see a man outside. Initially I thought he was just some regular creep. I mean, it’s Baltimore, after all.”

No one spoke, but everyone stared. Sensing something was amiss, Jolene stood up and crossed her arms there in the center of her living room.

"He was standing out there at dusk. Not doing anything, just looking at the front window. I remember because I almost opened the door to tell him to get lost, but I had inventory sheets spread all over the table and decided I was too tired to put on a bra and fight a stranger."

“Bras can be oppressive at times,” Raven said gently.

“Tell me about it,” Jolene muttered.

Sage's jaw tightened and she looked over at Raven.

Raven said, very softly, "And then you got sick."

Jolene nodded. "The next morning."

“It could be a coincidence, right?” Ben asked. All three women turned to look at him and he raised his hands. “Hey, I’m just trying to avoid jumping to any conclusions. What did you have to eat the night before?”

“Nothing,” Jolene said. “I was dieting.”

Raven looked her up and down. “Why? Jolene, you are so beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Jolene said. “I’m just trying to be five pounds less beautiful. But my point is, my problem isn’t food related even if it feels like my body is dying sometimes.”

Ben felt the pieces trying to line up in his head and hated every one of them. The watcher at the shop. The man at the house. Jolene dropping hard and fast for no reason that made sense. Earth supposedly having no magic. Except apparently that was no longer true.

Jolene looked from one face to the next and saw, maybe for the first time, that nobody here thought this was a dramatic coincidence.

Her voice lost some of its dryness. "Okay. I hate your expressions right now."

Luna walked in from the kitchen. "Jolene. We must talk."

Jolene frowned at her. "No, don't do that in the serene voice either. Just tell me what’s going on."

Luna walked up to her and handed her a cup of tea. “Drink this first.”

Jolene eyed it suspiciously. “What is it?”

“Tea,” Luna said. “As we’ve told you, we’re going to heal you. Now, sit down and drink.”

Jolene frowned at her. “Wait, I’m supposed to be the one telling you what to do.”

Ben moved to the dining table and pulled out a chair. "Sit down."

Jolene blinked at him. "You are all being incredibly intrusive in my home."

"Yeah," Ben said. "Sit."

Jolene let out a tired breath and sat down, then sipped on her tea.

“Oh hey, this isn’t half bad,” she said.

All three witches walked up to her and placed their hands on her. Jolene’s carefully manicured eyebrows shot up.

“Hey, don’t get weird,” she said. “You’re all definitely my type but you’re also my employees.”

The witches uttered almost silently as they laid hands on her. Ben felt a strange current in the air, like a slight temperature fluctuation, or like static electricity. Jolene suddenly coughed and pushed herself to her feet.

“Oh, what the fuck?” she said, looking at everyone. “What’s going on? My stomach stopped hurting.”

“You’re welcome,” Sage said, crossing her arms.

Jolene gave everyone a hard look. “Sorry, I just.” She frowned again. “Sorry. Look, sometimes it’s hard to believe that you’re actually witches, okay? It’s…weird. It seems like you’re all playing a bit and doing it really well.” She extended her hand, flexing her fingers. “This isn’t something any sane person expects to be real. Hell’s bells, my hands don’t ache anymore either.”

“What about when we used magic in the store?” Raven asked. “To charm customers?”

Jolene huffed. “I thought that was some weird euphemism for you three just being charming. I mean, you’re all so damn beautiful, of course you can sell things.”

“Not so bad yourself,” Sage said with a raised eyebrow. Her eyes went down to Jolene’s substantial breasts and she smiled.

Jolene placed a hand on her stomach and shook her head. “Sorry, I know I should have accepted this earlier. I think it will always be strange.”

“So, you feel better?” Luna asked.

“Yes, completely better,” Jolene said. “Slightly weirded out at my new reality but physically better. What was that tea you gave me?”

“A special brew,” Luna said. “Specifically designed to break magical curses.”

A silence fell over the room. Jolene looked at her in disbelief. Sage and Raven looked angry. Ben just didn’t know how to react.

“The priest,” Sage said quietly.

“Okay, that one’s going to need a lot of explaining,” Jolene said in a flat tone as she crossed her arms. “You can just say something ominous like ‘the priest’ and then stay quiet. That isn’t how things work, Sage.”

Sage frowned at her.

Raven stepped up to explain. “He is an evil man from our time, our world,” she said. “A holy man that consorts with evil beings in shadows to gain power. He used that power to turn our village against us, to drive us away. He would have killed us, given the chance.”

“Sacrificed us,” Sage corrected. “Let’s be honest, here.”

“Sacrificed us,” Raven said with a nod. “But the point is, he is the reason we’re in this world. We had to create a portal to come here, to find a place of safety.” She turned and looked over at Ben. “And the gods brought us to our protector, and he has loved us since day one.”

Jolene’s eyebrows tried to climb all the way up her forehead. “Oh, you have got to be shitting me,” she muttered. “Wait, I’m healed, right?”

“Yes,” Luna said.

Jolene stormed into the kitchen, then returned a moment later with a bottle of vodka and a shot glass. She twisted the cap off, poured herself a shot, then slammed it down.

“I might need another,” she said. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

She did, in fact, pour herself a second shot.

“So, what do we do?” Ben asked. “What’s our next step?”

“I know my next step,” Jolene said as she took her second shot of vodka.

“Find him,” Sage said, her voice turning hard. “Find him and put an end to him. Like we should have done long ago.”

“But if we had done that, we never would have found Ben,” Raven pointed out.

Sage glanced over at Ben, still frowning. “Okay. So, we put an end to him like I wanted to long ago. But we do it here.”

“You can’t just kill someone,” Ben protested. “That’s called murder, and in this day and age, you’ll wind up in prison. And trust me when I say none of you want to go to prison in Baltimore.”

Jolene placed a hand to her forehead and stared at nothing. “Witches are real,” she said absently. “Witches are real, some creep cursed me, and now we’re talking about homicide.” She poured herself a third shot and drank it down, then made a face. “Ugh, I should use my increased profits to buy higher quality booze.”

“Okay, if we can’t kill him then what do we do?” Luna asked.

“Disfigure him,” Sage said. “Burn him, but only a little.”

“I’m okay with that,” Raven said.

“Maybe cut off his legs,” Sage said.

“Definitely okay with that,” Raven said.

“Look, we have to stay on the right side of the law,” Ben said. “If he’s stalking us, we can call the police on him. If he winds up in jail, well, remember my earlier comment about being incarcerated in Baltimore. I don’t think he’ll last long, and the manner of his death would give people nightmares.”

“You might need to understand more about this man,” Sage said. “A practitioner of the dark arts, masquerading as a holy man. He moved into our village and slowly tainted everything. Made people suspicious. Made them hate us while spreading his new, false religion. He brainwashed dozens, hundreds of people.”

Ben ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. “I can’t get on board with murdering someone, even if I agree that he deserves it. We’re building an incredible life and I don’t want to ruin it by getting thrown in prison.”

Sage gave him a frown that held a world of smugness in it. “And what if I burn him so badly there’s nothing left? Remember how your world loves paperwork? I’ll bet he doesn’t have any. No one would know.”

“Casually discussing murder,” Jolene muttered. “I feel like I should enjoy this more. The curse, too. Life is strange.”

Raven looked down at Jolene for a moment, then bent down and kissed her on top of her head. “Jolene, I just want you to know that you are incredibly beautiful, and one of my favorite people.”

Jolene blushed to her hairline but managed to keep her voice smooth. She opened her mouth, then closed it again.

“Yeah, I gotta agree,” Sage said. “You’re pretty amazing, Jolene.”

“Are we done talking about murder now?” Jolene said. “I mean I’m okay with it, I just don’t want to get arrested either. Hard to make a living behind bars.”

Luna laughed, then surprised Jolene by bending down and hugging her from behind. “We’re sorry if we’ve caused you stress. I’m just glad we healed you.”

“We should get you a sundress,” Raven said, tapping her lip thoughtfully.

“Oh, I’ll order one,” Ben said, glad the conversation had shifted away from killing a creepy dude.

“No, no,” Jolene said. “I have one. Are you telling me you want me to wear it?”

“Yes,” Raven said with a nod. “Tomorrow at work. All of us in sundresses.”

Jolene looked over at Ben. “You might want a push-up bra for yours.”


Chapter twenty-one


After making sure Jolene was in fact cured, everyone gathered their things and prepared to leave. Jolene insisted that she was a mess as well as her house, but the truth was she was insanely hot and grateful for the company. The witches didn’t seem to quite catch it, but Ben did. Her house was pretty stylish as well, and Ben tucked away a few ideas to buy later.

“Hey,” he said, taking a step closer to Jolene. “What’s your favorite band?”

Jolene eyed him strangely. “Why do you ask?”

“My leg is a little stiff,” Ben lied. “I was wondering if maybe all of us could sit on the couch together and relax while watching a concert or something. Might be a good way to pass some time until you feel a bit more comfortable. And, uh, until my leg feels better.”

Jolene brightened up slightly. “That sounds like a great idea, actually.”

“I’ll bet you have better taste in music than Ben,” Sage said. “No offense, Ben.”

“None taken,” Ben replied.

Five minutes later, the five of them were squashed together on the couch, watching a Type O Negative concert. It was actually quite enjoyable, and Ben found himself enjoying the music. Sage was on his lap, with Jolene pressed next to him. Luna sat on Raven’s lap on Jolene’s other side. There was room for everyone to sit normally, but the witches insisted on laps.

“Wow,” Raven said. “How does his voice get that low?”

“Some people are just born different,” Ben said. “But yeah, that’s impressive.”

“You need long hair like him,” Sage said, running her fingers through Ben’s hair.

Ben noticed her eyes kept going down the front of Jolene’s shirt. Well, he couldn’t blame her. Jolene was gorgeous, but he felt weird thinking that about his boss.

Around an hour later, everything had changed. Sage sat on Jolene’s lap, with Raven and Luna on each side, leaned tightly against Jolene. Her facial expressions were subtle, but Ben thought she was hiding a smile so big it might bring tears.

But finally, the video was over. It was dark by then, and time for Ben and the witches to go home and get some rest.

“This has been so nice,” Jolene said, briefly giving Sage a slightly awkward hug. “Thank you all for this.”

“Thank you for letting us into your life,” Luna said to her, calm and polite.

“We’d spend the night and cuddle you until we knew you felt better, but your bed is too small,” Raven said. “And also, uhh, you probably wouldn’t want our nighttime activities around.”

“Yeah, good point,” Jolene said, then glanced at Ben. “No offense champ, but I usually bat for the other team. Also I don’t fuck where I eat.”

Ben smiled. “No apology needed. I’m just glad we’re all friends and we were able to help you.”

She reached over and patted his shoulder in the most awkwardly platonic way possible.

Eventually, everyone got off the couch. Ben stood to the side while the three women took turns giving Jolene slightly over-the-top hugs. The way Raven’s massive breasts smooshed against Jolene’s almost equally large breasts was quite possibly one of the greatest things he’d ever seen.

“You think you’re gonna make it?” Ben asked.

Jolene smiled, a rare but beautiful sight. Maybe it was the vodka shots. Maybe it was because she was surrounded by hot goth babes.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m good. Thanks guys, I really appreciate it.”

She walked up and gave Ben a surprisingly warm hug, even laying her head against his shoulder for a moment. Her fingers tugged at his hair.

“I like the new hairdo,” she said. “Not sure how you made it longer, but it’s a good look.”

“Witchy magic,” Ben said.

Jolene laughed, then pulled away from Ben. Her eyes held his for a moment.“Well, keep it up. And thanks again for coming over.”

Once everyone was ready, Jolene walked them to the door. It was good to see her moving around and healthy again, instead of sick and miserable. She told everyone goodnight as she held the door for them.

“Jolene should dress more like that at work,” Raven said when they were walking home.

“Maybe she wants to sell things instead of being sexualized,” Luna said.

Raven shrugged. “Probably. She’s just so damn pretty.”

“Agreed,” Sage said.

“So, do you all have the hots for your boss now?” Ben asked.

Raven laughed. “No, Ben, we’re just recognizing her beauty.”

“What a silly man,” Sage said, shaking her head at Ben.

“What?” Ben asked. “Would you rather talk about why she got sick?”

That placed a blanket of silence on everyone for several minutes. It was Luna that spoke first.

“I think we must reasonably assume that the old priest somehow followed us,” she said. “I didn’t think that could happen, and I don’t understand how he did it, but he’s here. Him or someone like him.”

“Regardless of who it is, we’re all in danger,” Raven said.

“Let me find him,” Sage said, scowling. “I’ll take care of everything.”

“Don’t wind up in prison,” Ben told her. “I just found you; I don’t want to lose you.”

Sage looked over at him, a bit of surprise and warmth in her gaze after hearing that. She smiled, then reached over and took Ben’s hand in hers.

“So, what do we do?” Ben asked. “I vote we stay safe and keep an eye out for him. Call the cops if need be and report a stalker. Maybe they can handle it.”

“But if he’s like us, he won’t have any paperwork,” Raven said. “Which means he won’t exist in the legal sense.”

“Which means I can set him on fire,” Sage said.

“Let’s just be careful,” Ben said.

Murphy was excited to see them when they arrived home. He spent a moment sniffing each of them quite thoroughly, as he detected Jolene’s scent on them and had to investigate. The witches all smiled and laughed and rubbed his ears, making everything normal again.

Ben made everyone a light dinner after that. Just something simple, but it hit the spot. After that, everyone spent a moment cleaning up, then they went to bed a little early. Sage practically wrapped herself around Ben, and Raven cuddled with Luna.

Tomorrow was a new day, and everything was going to be just fine.

The next afternoon, Nighttime Oddities looked exactly like itself but felt a little different. The bell still gave its low haunted jingle when Ben unlocked the door. The front window still held the raven statue and the silver candelabra and the coffin tins arranged to tempt people with questionable taste. The air still smelled like incense, dust, velvet, and candle wax.

But Ben felt the difference before he even turned the lights on. He checked the sidewalk through the glass first, then the lock, then the alley through the narrow side window before he went to the alarm panel.

Behind him, Raven shifted closer, not crowding but near enough to brush his arm. Luna stood with one hand around her coffee, eyes moving over reflections. Sage rolled her shoulders once and looked ready to hit the first suspicious shape she saw before breakfast could finish digesting.

They were all doing it now. Watching, waiting, measuring. Expecting. Everyone was a bit tense.

The shop lights came up in warm amber rows, and Jolene was already inside. Ben and the witches stopped dead when they saw her.

She stood behind the counter in a fitted black dress with enough cleavage to count as a business strategy. Her black hair was restyled into smooth dramatic waves, her lipstick sharp again, nails lacquered, eyeliner perfect. There were faint shadows under her eyes if you knew her well enough to look for them.

She held a travel mug in one hand and a clipboard in the other and looked at them like she had not spent yesterday being cursed in her living room.

"Good morning," she said. "Before anyone begins, yes, I still feel better."

Sage grinned despite herself. "You look way better."

"I know," Jolene said. "I feel better too, at least enough to reenter society."

Ben shut the door behind them and locked it again before he answered. "You should still be home resting."

Jolene lifted her coffee. "I was home for days. It was disgusting. You four coming over reminded me of how much I needed to get out. I also wasn't going to leave you people to run my empire while I hid under a blanket having an existential crisis."

Luna came up beside the counter, studying her with that calm exact gaze. "How do you feel?"

"Almost like nothing happened," Jolene said. "Not wonderful. Better. Still angry enough to power minor appliances, though."

"Good," Sage said. "Anger's healthy."

"I knew you'd support me," Jolene said, then winked.

Ben set his bag behind the counter and looked her over again. Other than being ridiculously gorgeous, she did still look like she had yesterday after Luna’s healing. Healthier, stronger. Not perfectly healed, but close.

Raven refreshed the front display and adjusted the raven statue. Luna recounted the register and caught a bill stuck under the drawer track. Sage restocked candles with more force than strictly needed. Ben checked the order sheet, the till, the delivery schedule, then moved the little step stool back where it belonged because somebody had left it half out and it was bothering him.

A customer came in five minutes after opening, a woman in a black blazer who looked like she'd come in for one candle and maybe a tiny break from her real life. Raven took her in hand at once. Another followed, then two more. The store began doing what it did, taking people in and softening their resistance to spending money on velvet and silver and weird little beautiful things.

Ben liked that part. He liked the bat lights overhead and the low music and the sense of feeling like a slightly different reality.

Around eleven, a pair of college girls came in and left with matching chokers, black lipstick, and a tiny resin skull that one of them insisted was "for morale." A man in work boots bought three incense bundles and a mug printed with a moon and did not appreciate Sage calling it his "divorce recovery chalice," though he bought it anyway.

Sales were good. Better than good. Steady enough that Ben kept finding himself at the register with a line half formed.

At noon, Jolene tapped the clipboard against the counter and said, "Benjamin. Office corner."

There wasn't really an office corner, just the narrow bit of counter near the back shelving where paperwork gathered like storm clouds. He joined her there while the women held the floor. Jolene set down the clipboard, then pulled a folded printout from under it.

"We need to talk about growth," she said.

Ben looked down at the numbers and immediately saw what she meant.

The last week had been huge. Great on paper and for cash flow. Great for everything people bragged about when they forgot success could also become a problem.

"Yeah," he said. "We're pushing it."

Jolene nodded once. "I enjoy pushing it. Pushing it feels sexy and entrepreneurial. What I do not enjoy is waking up cursed and realizing the store is visible enough now that I can't tell whether success is helping us or making us easier to find."

Ben nodded, understanding what she meant.

"When my mother ran that costume shop," Jolene said, quieter now, "she used to tell me pretty is advertising, numbers are survival."

Jolene looked toward the front of the store, where Raven was holding up two pairs of earrings for a customer while Luna bagged a sale and Sage leaned against the candle shelves looking gorgeous and intimidating.

She tapped the totals. "We can afford another jump, if things continue like this. More fixtures, more product, maybe even later hours on weekends."

Ben looked at the printout again, then toward the front. "No major expansion yet. We hold on more shelves for now. Keep reordering fast movers, but don't double the footprint again until we know what we're dealing with."

Jolene watched his face while he talked. "Conservative."

A customer brought a velvet bag to the register. Jolene stepped out, rang her up, delivered one deadpan compliment about her eyeliner, and came back.

"All right," she said. "That is the public stance, then."

Ben looked up. "Public?"

Jolene lifted her chin toward the women. "If they ask, I am saying it out loud. We are not racing for scale. We are growing carefully because I say so and because I enjoy pretending this is entirely a strategic business decision."

Ben smiled. "Okay. That works for me."

She clicked her pen again and raised her voice slightly. "Staff meeting! By which I mean all of you look at me for ten seconds."

Raven immediately appeared, followed by Luna and Sage.

"What did we do?" Sage asked.

Jolene fixed her with a long look. "Nothing yet, miraculously. I am making a decision. Sales are excellent, but we are not going to get greedy and stupid."

Raven leaned on the counter. "Okay, that sounds wise."

“Greedy and stupid are generally considered bad things,” Luna said.

Jolene continued. "We will keep restocking what moves, we will keep improving displays, and we keep an eye on our customers. I’m also using some of our revenue to purchase a few security cameras."

Sage nodded at once. "Good."

Luna's shoulders eased a fraction. "Caution is sensible."

The rest of the afternoon moved well after that. Customers came and bought things. A woman in her sixties left with black taper candles and a moon necklace after telling Luna she had "always meant to become more interesting." Raven sold a dramatic lace shawl to a girl clearly buying herself a post-breakup present.

Ben kept drifting from counter to shelves to stockroom, and every so often he'd look up and catch Jolene looking toward the window, then looking back at the register, at the numbers, at them.

He made it a point to step outside every hour and look around. He wasn’t sure if it truly helped, but there was a chance being extra diligent would scare away that creep. Once back inside, Jolene called him over and gave him a hug.

“What’s this for?” Ben asked.

“I just wanted to thank you,” Jolene said, looking slightly uncomfortable. “It’s not easy having a creepy stalker around, but you looking out for us really helps.” She let out a deep sigh. “I suppose you really are a protector.”

Ben smiled and hugged her again, kissing the side of her head automatically. He shook himself and pulled back.

“Ah, sorry,” he said. “I do that to all of them, so it was just kind of—”

“It’s okay, Ben,” Jolene said with an easy smile. “I don’t mind if you kiss me.”

“Kiss her, then!” Sage called out. Ben looked over and saw Sage watching them expectantly. “Go on, Ben! She’s your type!”

Ben turned back to Jolene, who was blushing furiously. Before he could think any longer about it, he leaned down and quickly kissed her, right there at the corner of her mouth. Jolene raised a hand to her face, looking somewhere between scandalized, offended, and secretly ecstatic.

“I know you want me to kiss you a lot more, but I have wives to please,” Ben said to her. “So I’ll have to ask you to contain yourself.”

Jolene finally lost it at that, laughing loud enough that several customers turned to see what was going on.

Near closing, business finally thinned. The shop glowed under its bat lights, shelves neat, incense smoke curling faintly near the front display. Outside, dusk had started to gather against the glass.

Jolene stood beside Ben at the counter while he closed out a small stack of receipts.

"You know," she said, voice low enough that only he heard it. "For someone I hired because you looked competent and housebroken, you have become very inconvenient to rely on."

Ben glanced at her. "Housebroken?"

"Mostly," Jolene said. “My point is, I appreciate your competence. It’s helped more than I expected.”

“Glad to be of service,” Ben said, giving her a small bow.

Jolene rolled her eyes at him, then reached over and poked him with her pen. “And stop being so nice to me, all of you. It’s making me realize how much I missed having company around. I might wind up making the mistake of inviting all of you over again, or even worse, trying to become friends or something.”

“I’d love to be your ‘or something,’ just for the record!” Sage called out.

“Oh, so we’re a mistake now?” Ben asked, grinning at her.

Jolene looked over at the witches. “It’s hard to brood with so many pretty faces around. Especially when they do things like magically heal me and look after my mental health.”

Ben laughed and took a step forward, intending to hug her, then caught himself. He didn’t want to make things weird. Jolene saw this and glanced at him, then hesitated. She leaned over anyway and gave him a quick hug, then moved back to the counter.

“Don’t tell anyone I just hugged you or I’ll fire you,” Jolene said, frowning, but her lips twitched like she was trying not to smile.

“My lips are sealed,” Ben said. “Except for when you beg me for another kiss.”

“At least things can settle into some sense of normalcy now, right?” Jolene asked.

Ben looked around the store. “Yeah, I think so.”


Chapter twenty-two


For the next few days, life settled into something that was not exactly calm and not exactly fear either. Watchful, maybe. Cautious. The kind of rhythm people built when they refused to let danger take over their moods.

Ben focused on taking care of the witches, which often centered around cooking for them. For breakfast he tried to focus on a blend of healthy and delicious, even modifying his french toast recipe to have a batter made of egg whites, cinnamon, vanilla, and a pinch of sugar. Sage said it tasted nearly the same, and when Ben told her it was healthier, she stole another piece off his plate and said she approved.

They spent more time at home, which meant Murphy was happy. He was practically in canine heaven, getting tummy rubs several times a day. Sometimes he let out loud, groaning sighs and laid down right next to one of them as if to remind them of how incredibly happy he was.

Another focus was on basic safety, which was important in a city like Baltimore. With a possible stalker or creepy priest in the city, they always made sure every door and window was locked. Curtains remained drawn after dark, and through most of the day as well, at least on the first floor. No one answered random knocks, except Ben with Murphy by his side.

Raven started tying one of her new black ribbons into her hair before every shift, humming softly while she braided. By the third morning, Ben wordlessly took over the last knot for her, and she looked at him in the mirror with that startled, pleased softness she still got when he noticed things before she asked.

Luna began keeping tea ready in a dark glass jar on the counter, one blend for evenings, another for mornings. She never announced it as comfort. She just placed a warm mug in Ben's hand when he felt too stressed, or slid one toward Sage when she got prowly and couldn't settle.

Sage stopped pretending she didn't want extra touch when she was on edge. She'd still shrug if asked directly, but now she leaned into Ben in the hallway, stole kisses while he chopped onions, sat pressed against his thigh on the couch like proximity itself was a claim. Sometimes Luna would grab her ass in the kitchen just to make her laugh. Sometimes Raven would do it too. Ben joined in often enough that it became one of those stupid household habits nobody had planned and everybody enjoyed. Especially Sage.

They went over to Jolene’s place once more, everyone in casual clothes, to have an easy dinner and chat. Ben cooked up something simple for everyone, and Jolene supplied the wine. No one could figure out what to do after that, so Jolene pulled out some board games. She kept shooting glances at both Sage and Ben from across the table. Ben couldn’t tell if there was genuine interest there, or if Jolene was simply grateful to have company.

At Nighttime Oddities, the store kept thriving like everything in the world was going well. Customers wandered in and bought improbable things. A teacher on lunch break came in for incense and left with a silver snake ring because Luna told her, very calmly, that it suited her hands. A nervous guy buying a birthday gift for his goth girlfriend got guided toward lace gloves, black candles, and a ridiculous velvet choker after Raven asked three kind questions and read him like weather. Sage sold candles mostly by glaring at people until they accepted her judgment about scent quality.

Jolene, fully restored on the surface, ran the shop in black dresses and lacquered nails and dry one-liners, but Ben noticed the changes because he was looking for them now. She checked the front window reflection more often. She no longer stayed late alone if she could avoid it. Once, when a man lingered too long outside pretending to look at his phone, she said, "Benjamin, be a dear and stand near the door looking angry," and he did. The man promptly left.

Nothing happened. Days passed. No priest at the window, no more sicknesses. Just that low hum underneath things, like the city had started hiding one extra wire somewhere in the walls.

They'd walk back from work with Murphy waiting at the door in his usual state of righteous joy. Shoes off by the stairs. Ben in the kitchen, the witches changing into sleep shirts or one of his old black tees. Sometimes low music from his phone while he cooked. Sometimes just voices and pans and Murphy's nails on wood.

One night he made baked ziti because he wanted something that fed four people and still had leftovers. Raven stood beside him stealing cheese and asking questions about how much mozzarella it truly required. Another night he made seared salmon with roasted potatoes and asparagus, and Luna watched him reduce a lemon butter sauce with quiet fascination like she was observing a ritual. On Friday he made burgers on the stove because Sage wanted something easy and simple, and of course she ate half his fries too.

One evening after dinner, Ben found himself in the living room with all three women draped around him and Murphy asleep on his feet while some stupid home renovation show played on mute. Raven had one leg over his lap. Luna was reading with her shoulder against his arm. Sage lay stretched along the couch with her head on Luna’s thigh, half-asleep and wholly trusting.

Ben looked over at her red hair spread over Luna’s pale legs, then at Raven's black ribbon on the side table, then at Luna's tea cooling beside the lamp. He found himself once again smiling at all the quiet little rituals that had become their combined life.

He came upstairs after checking the locks and found Raven already in bed, hair loose, black sleep shirt hitched up one thigh. Luna was brushing out her own pale hair at the dresser. Sage sat cross-legged in one of his T-shirts, watching him with green eyes made lazy by tiredness.

Ben got under the covers expecting the usual tumble of limbs and kisses. Instead Sage curled into his side at once. Raven draped herself over his other arm. Luna slid in behind Sage and pressed a kiss to the back of her shoulder, then reached past her to touch Ben's chest lightly.

No one said anything for a while. They just stayed there, warm and breathing and feeling the joy of each other’s presence. Ben put one hand over Sage's hip and the other on Raven's back. Luna's fingers rested over his heart.

He thought, with sudden and almost embarrassing clarity, that this was what he'd wanted long before he'd had words for it. Not magic, or rescue, but the sheer weight of love in that room in that moment. This room full of wanted people who knew where to put their bodies around him when the world got strange.

The next day when everyone walked to work, they walked hand-in-hand, making jokes and smiling the entire time. Jolene called their humor infectious, just like a disease. Ben caught her smiling, though.

A steady stream of customers filled the store, and the witches worked their charm on them, selling everything possible. Items practically flew off the shelves, especially when Luna became surprisingly animated about small decorative skulls.

Ben watched as Sage slowly walked through the store, a look of concern on her beautiful face. A customer asked her something, but she didn’t seem to hear.

“There,” she said, pointing.

Ben turned and saw him immediately. A bald man in a trenchcoat, staring through the window.

He grabbed a box cutter and ran for the front door, but the man was surprisingly quick. As soon as Ben got outside, the man was already a hundred yards away, running faster than any human should have.

“Bastard,” Ben muttered under his breath. He walked back into the store, wondering how the hell the man did that.

Sage stood there, concern plain on her face, waiting for him. Ben slid the box cutter into his back pocket and hugged her, making sure she was alright.

“That was him again,” Sage said.

“We have security cameras now,” Ben replied. “We can turn the footage over to the police department and file a report.”

“Will that actually do any good?” she asked.

Ben paused. “It’s a start.”

“I don’t like that answer,” Sage said. She took a deep breath. “He used magic. I felt it. That’s why I was walking to the front of the store when I saw him.”

“What kind of magic?” Ben asked.

“Something strange, almost unrecognizable,” Sage answered. “It felt like he was using magic specifically to search for something. Probably us.”

“So, a man set on revenge,” Ben said.

“The worst kind,” Sage muttered.

Raven walked up just then, and Ben grabbed her and Sage and pulled them all over to the counter. Quickly, he explained everything to them. Jolene’s eyebrows raised, but she nodded when Ben mentioned the security footage.

“Alright, take care of the customers and I’ll check it,” Jolene said, hurrying into the back room.

Ben moved behind the counter and began ringing people up while the witches sold everything but the floor tiles. Several times he heard swearing coming from the back room, but wasn’t sure what to expect.

Once there was a lull in customers, Jolene popped back out.

“He’s not on the video footage,” she said, her face angry.

“What do you mean?” Raven asked.

“That’s impossible,” Sage said, crossing her arms. “I saw him with my own eyes.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Jolene said, crossing her arms. “And there was a camera pointing right at him. His body is in the video, but his face is just a blur. I can’t see anything.”

Sage scowled. “That son of a bitch is determined. Well, so am I. If he wants a fight, he’s going to lose.”

“Easy,” Ben said, placing an arm around her shoulder. “Calm minds make better decisions.”

“I don’t want to make a better decision,” she snapped. “I want to set him on fire.”

Ben nodded slowly. “And a calm mind will determine the best way to set him on fire and get away with it.”

Sage stared at him for a moment. “Okay, that actually makes sense. I need to calm down.”

They spent several minutes discussing the issue, but no one had any surefire solutions. Finally, customers came back in so they all had to return to work. Ben focused on putting fresh stock back on the shelves while the witches sold it.

The rest of the day was quiet, almost peaceful. There was no sign of the priest after that, although everyone felt a bit tense.

They walked Jolene home, then the four of them walked home together. Murphy greeted them at the door, excited as usual. Overall, it was a surprisingly calm night.

Except for the high priest showing up at work, of course.

The next day continued the trend of calmness. In fact, there was nothing about the day that was out of the ordinary; the same amount of customers at work, Jolene cracking the same dry jokes, lunch and dinner were leftovers. It was just a nice, happy, simple day. Ben found himself thinking he could really love a life like that.

When they got home, things changed. Well, slightly.

The witches whispered and giggled much more than usual, and Sage kept flashing glances at Ben. He knew something was up, but couldn’t place his finger on it. Finally, he just decided to ask them.

“Hey,” Ben said to Sage. “What’s going on? Is everything alright?”

“You could say that,” she replied, narrowing her eyes at him.

Ben just laughed. There was no getting information out of Sage if she wanted to be secretive.

He washed his face in the sink, which always felt nice after a long day. As he patted himself dry with a towel, the women poured into the bathroom.

“Alright, mister,” Raven said. “We’re taking over the bathroom. Time for you to leave.”

Sage raised a hand and snapped her fingers, some form of magical gesture that Ben had seen before but couldn’t quite remember. She winked at him.

“Okay, fine,” Ben said, smiling as they shoved him out of the room.

He knew something spicy would be happening, so he stripped down on his way to the bedroom. Murphy wagged his tail and followed him in.

“What do you think it is, buddy?” Ben asked.

Murphy looked at him like he hoped the witches were planning on buying more dog food. Ben laughed and directed the pooch toward his dog bed.

Once sitting on his own bed, Ben twiddled his thumbs for a moment, then pulled out his phone. He just needed to pass some time, so he downloaded a simple game and began playing. It was a dumb game, but it achieved its goal of wasting time.

Raven came out of the bathroom first, with one towel wrapped around her waist and another in her hands, drying her hair. She smiled as she walked into the bedroom.

“I hope you know how lucky you are,” she said to Ben.

“Every time I look at you,” Ben replied.

Raven paused. “Okay, keep talking like that and we’re gonna have a lot of very happy years,” she said.

Luna came out a few minutes later, also wearing towels. She had a hair dryer in her hands, and plugged it in once she came near the bed. Raven produced a brush and handed it to Luna, who began gently blow drying her hair.

Sage took the longest, but she eventually came out of the bathroom as well, with only a single towel draped over her slender shoulders. She walked over to the others so Luna could blow dry her hair. She positioned herself so that Ben always had a fantastic view of her ass. Probably on purpose. Ben loved her for it.

Once their hair was done, Luna gathered up the towels and took both them and the hair dryer back into the bathroom. Ben pulled the top blanket back to invite the women in. Both Sage and Raven jumped onto the bed.

“So,” Ben began. “What are we—”

Before he could say much more, Raven and Sage tackled him and pushed him back. Sage’s tongue went firmly in his mouth, while Raven’s mouth went right to his cock, sucking on it like her life depended on it.

Sage was aggressive with her kissing and grabbing. She held onto Ben’s shaggy hair with both hands while kissing him, paused to smile for a moment, then kissed him again.

Luna calmly walked back into the room and smiled when she saw all that was happening. She walked over to the bed and climbed on, then gently traced a fingertip down Raven’s back. Her movements were all calm and precise, like she was enjoying herself and taking her time.

Raven, on the other hand, sucked on Ben’s cock so hard he wondered if she was purposely trying to get him off as quickly as possible. Before he could ask her about it, Sage pushed him back and climbed onto his face. Ben could have fought back, but what would be the point in that?

He reached up and grabbed onto Sage’s hips, smiling as he ate her pussy. She kept her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him in place in a manner that was almost possessive. Ben loved it, especially when she moaned loudly and her body trembled.

Luna joined in and began taking turns with Raven, sucking on Ben. It was an incredible sensation and if the night finished that way, he definitely wouldn’t complain.

Sage’s thighs tightened on either side of his face and a tremor ran through her body. She squeezed her eyes shut and suddenly cried out.

“Yes!” she said. “Oh fuck, yes!”

Ben gave her a second to recover, then went back to eating her pussy. Things changed down south, though; instead of mouths, he felt himself slide into something warm, tight, and wet. He couldn’t tell who was riding him, but he loved it.

Ben could have died happy right then and there in that moment.

Sage stayed on his face until she had half a dozen loud orgasms. Whoever was riding him switched, and the other woman began bouncing up and down on his cock. No wait, she was heavier than the previous woman. So this one was Raven.

The sound of her ass slapping against his lap echoed off the walls, surprisingly loud. Once Sage had recovered, she stretched over to the side to grab something, then wiggled her hips a bit.

Ben looked up, past her flat stomach, past her perky breasts, into her beautiful green eyes. Sage smiled down at him, a look equal parts love and feistiness.

“I hope you’re ready,” she said to him.

Ben wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but if it involved Sage then he was ready.

She climbed off his face and moved to the side. Ben reached up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled at Raven, who suddenly leaned forward. He wrapped his arms around her and they kissed as he thrust inside her.

“I love you,” she whispered against his mouth. “I always will.”

Ben squeezed her tightly and kissed her deeply. Luna began kissing Sage, and the two of them giggled about something.

“Alright,” Sage finally said. “Move over, it’s time for me to do this. I’ve been waiting all day.”

Raven leaned forward, resting her hands on Ben’s chest. Her arms smooshed her huge breasts together and Ben took a moment to reach up and squeeze them. But finally, Raven stopped and raised her hips up.

Sage replaced her immediately, sliding Ben inside her pussy and riding him. She leaned forward, her tongue going in his mouth. Ben caught a glimpse of Luna holding something, and after a moment he realized it was a small bottle of lube. She moved behind Sage and a few seconds later the gorgeous redhead let out a soft moan.

Ben suddenly felt the telltale snugness of Luna’s finger inside Sage’s ass. He kept his thrusting slow and deep, savoring how incredible Sage felt.

She leaned up, smiling down at him. “I hope you’re ready,” she said.

“I’m ready for anything,” Ben replied, his hands going to her hips.

“Good,” Sage said as she raised her hips up. “Because you’re going to make proper love to my ass tonight. Not just a minute or two; you’re going to give me the time I deserve.”

She reached behind herself and took hold of his cock, then lined it up with her ass and slowly sank down on it. With eyes closed, she let out a relaxing breath that was half moan as she took all of him inside her.

Ben shuddered at the feeling of entering her this way. He reached around with both hands, grabbing and squeezing onto her plump, round ass, then began moving his hips up and down, slowly at first. Sage let out another soft moan as he began making love to her magnificent ass.

“Yes,” Sage said, her voice breathy. “Yes, Ben. Show me how much you love me.”

With his grip on her ass, he spread her cheeks apart and began giving her slow but full-length strokes. Sage let out a loud moan and leaned her head back, her red waves cascading down her back.

“That is such a beautiful sight,” Luna said, admiring Sage’s back and how she looked with a cock inside her. “Almost makes me want to try it.”

“I know, right?” Raven said, then reached out with one hand and grabbed Luna’s arm. “Hey, come here.”

With a big smile, Luna moved over to Raven and the two began kissing. They laid down next to Ben and Sage and Luna’s hand immediately went between Raven’s thighs. Soon they were moaning just as loudly as Sage.

“Go faster,” Sage said after a moment. She leaned forward and placed her hands on Ben’s lower chest and arched her back. “Come on, baby. I can take it.”

Still with his hands on her ass, Ben began thrusting harder into Sage’s tight little asshole. Her moans grew in intensity, and after a moment she reached down with one hand and began massaging her clitoris. It didn’t take her long to orgasm that way, and her entire body tensed up.

“Fuck, yes!” she shouted, her legs trembling. “Gods, yes! Fuck my ass!”

Ben was hammering himself into her by this point, moving hard and fast. He felt sweat on his forehead. Next to them, Raven shouted as she orgasmed as well.

Sage suddenly leaned forward, her lips meeting Ben’s. They kissed, deeply and passionately, and Ben felt himself reaching the end. He squeezed Sage’s ass with both hands and called out her name as he came, filling her beautiful ass with cum. She leaned back, working her hips back and forth, driving him crazy with sensation. Luna and Raven leaned over, taking turns kissing Ben as he finished his orgasm.

A final tremor ran through Sage’s body and she leaned forward, kissing Ben before resting her head against his shoulder.

“Thank you for taking such good care of me,” she said quietly. “I love you so much, Ben Ford.”

Ben held her tightly. “Thank you for letting me.”


Chapter twenty-three


The next morning began like the rest, with Ben waking up amidst a pile of slender arms and thick thighs. It was hard to move in that situation, not because of anything physical but because he was just so damn happy.

But eventually he tried to extract himself. After Sage wore him out, Ben had slept like a baby, and felt ready to take on the day.

There was just the problem of Raven’s leg holding him down. And Sage’s entire torso. Even Luna’s hand was touching his shoulder.

He carefully moved Raven’s leg off of him. She mumbled something in her sleep and turned over, pressing her ass against him instead. Then, Ben shifted to the side, trying to push Sage off him.

“No,” she said quietly.

And that was how Ben wound up lying there for another half hour until the witches woke up. Eventually they started moving, although Sage protested on general principle.

Murphy grunted and rolled over onto his side, although once he detected Ben moving he began wagging his tail.

“Hey, buddy,” Ben said as he sat up.

“We should still be asleep,” Raven pointed out.

Ben leaned over and kissed her on her cheek. She pouted.

“I vote we take the entire day off and leave the bed only when strictly required,” Raven said.

“I don’t know, I think today could be a nice day,” Luna said.

“Traitor,” Sage told her.

Luna laughed, then sat up and swung her slender legs over the side of the bed. Ben shifted out of the way, and Sage flopped dramatically onto the pillows. Ben leaned down and kissed her on the hip, then extricated himself from the tangle of limbs and finally escaped the bed.

After brushing his teeth and washing his face, Ben went downstairs. Murphy went with him, tail wagging the entire time. Ben let him into the backyard while Luna put a pot of coffee on. She checked a small plant on the kitchen windowsill and deemed it mature enough for harvest.

“So, what is that again?” Ben asked. They had purchased the plant a few days ago, but he had only been paying partial attention.

“Mint,” Luna replied as she plucked four leaves from the plant.

Ben sleepily went to the fridge and decided on breakfast. Eggs, salsa, avocado, some shredded cheese. He grabbed a small armload of things and went to work, knowing the smell would wake the rest of the witches in a matter of minutes.

Sure enough, Sage and Raven came down the stairs a few minutes later, all thick thighs and messy hair barely contained in worn black t-shirts. They each kissed him on the cheek before grabbing a nearby stool.

Luna poured everyone a cup of coffee, which drew positive reactions.

“What’s this?” Raven asked.

“Coffee,” Luna said. “But I added a healthy dose of chocolate milk and a fresh mint leaf.”

“Ohhhhh,” Raven said, taking a sip. “I think I found my new favorite thing.”

“Nicely done,” Ben said after trying his. “That really adds a bit of something special to it.”

“This is something to look forward to,” Sage said over her mug.

“Thank you, all,” Luna said, giving everyone a curtsey.

Ben scrambled enough eggs for everyone to have two, and added salsa and shredded cheese to the mix. After throwing that on the plate, he topped each with slices of fresh avocado and a dollop of sour cream. To keep things simple, each plate got a slice of buttered toast, and then because he was feeling fancy, a small bowl of vanilla greek yogurt topped with a handful of blueberries.

“A feast,” Luna said when he set the food in front of her.

“This looks incredible,” Raven said.

Sage reached over with her fork and grabbed a bite of Ben’s eggs, then popped it into her mouth. She immediately smiled.

“Oh, this is delicious,” she said.

Ben grabbed some of her eggs with his fork and tried them. “Yeah, I think they turned out pretty well.”

She looked at him with mock outrage. “Hey, that’s stealing! I’ll have you know that’s a capital offense, mister!”

Ben grabbed another bite of her eggs. Sage reached over and grabbed more of his. Ben snatched up her piece of toast and took a bite, so she did the same to his. Pretty soon they were just eating each other’s food.

“You two are ridiculous,” Raven said.

“Here,” Ben said as he picked up the small bowl of greek yogurt. He fed Sage a bite.

“Okay, I can get used to this,” she said.

After breakfast everyone helped clean up, then Ben fed Murphy. While the dog ate, everyone went upstairs to get dressed. That meant short black dresses for everyone, although when Ben went upstairs to grab some clothes he noticed something different.

“Hey, that looks good,” Ben said to Raven, who wore a black skirt and spaghetti strap tank top.

“Thanks,” she said, picking at the clothes. “Jolene let me borrow it. It almost fits.”

The top was stretched pretty tightly across her breasts, although to be fair most fabric would fail that task. The other ladies wore their usual. Ben grabbed his single pair of black jeans while Luna handed him a black t-shirt.

“You need better shoes,” Sage said, looking at the worn-out shoes he used to wear to work.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Ben said as he slid his feet into them.

Raven wrinkled her nose at them. “I don’t want to be overly critical, but those are tired and old, not to mention ugly.”

Luna shrugged. “I guess they’re functional.”

“The hand of fashion should slap you across the face for wearing these,” Sage said. “We put a lot of effort into looking this way. We can’t have you ruining things with shoes like this, Ben. You have to order new ones today.”

“Oh, I do?” Ben asked, raising one eyebrow.

“Remember where I let you cum yesterday?” Sage asked. “And two days before that?”

Ben nodded. “Alright, ordering a new pair of shoes today.”

“Get boots,” Raven said. “Something nice and masculine, but comfortable.”

“Black, of course,” Luna said.

“Of course,” Raven agreed.

Once everyone was dressed, they all walked downstairs. The weather was nice and warm outside so Ben and Luna took Murphy for a walk while the other two stayed inside and learned about the modern world via YouTube.

“How are you feeling about everything?” Ben asked as Murphy peed on a small tree.

“Okay,” Luna said. “We still need to deal with this problem, but I refuse to let it hang over my head.”

“I think the big question is how to deal with him,” Ben said. “I know we’ve talked about sending video footage to the police and all, but what if they can’t catch him? I mean, if this is the person you think it is, he probably doesn’t exist in this world, in a legal sense. That might make things hard. Plus it seems he can outrun a cheetah.”

Luna frowned prettily. “We may have to think of alternative methods. I know Sage has a few ideas.”

“And I don’t want anyone going to prison for homicide,” Ben said.

Luna nodded. “Yes, I understand. This is a delicate situation that needs to be solved with a not-so-delicate hammer. It will require some thought.”

They held hands as they walked back toward Ben’s rowhome. Luna smiled as they approached it.

“What?” Ben asked.

“Oh, nothing much,” she said. “Just thinking about my new life and my new home.” She squeezed his hand. “And I suppose, my new husband.”

Ben leaned over and kissed her cheek. “That gives me an idea.”

Luna raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll tell you once we’re inside,” he said.

Once back at the house, he let Murphy charge through the door, then held it for Luna. After closing and locking the door he tried to arrange his thoughts.

“So, I’ve been thinking,” Ben said to the witches.

“Did it hurt?” Sage asked.

Ben rolled his eyes at her.

“You three really seem to enjoy calling me your husband,” Ben said. “And you all took my last name legally.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s make it official, or at least as official as we can with the laws in this country.”

Raven’s eyebrows shot up. Luna smiled and her cheeks colored. Sage covered her mouth with both hands.

“You mean—” Sage began.

“Is that a proposal?” Raven asked.

“If so, I accept,” Luna said.

“Ah, shit,” Ben said, going down on one knee.

He held out both hands and the women stepped forward, each extending their left hand. Ben took them all in his and tried again.

“Luna, Raven, Sage,” Ben began.

“Why is her name before mine?” Sage asked. “No offense, Raven. Or Luna.”

“I went in alphabetical order,” Ben said.

Sage frowned, then nodded. “Okay, I accept that.”

Ben took another deep breath. “Luna, Raven, Sage. Since coming into my life, you three have made me an incredibly happy man. You’ve given me a new lease on life, it seems, and I want to make sure I do the right thing and keep all of you by my side for the rest of my years.”

Raven breathed deeply. Sage covered her mouth with her other hand.

“Will you three all marry me?” Ben asked.

“I would love to,” Luna said with a smile.

“Yes!” Raven said, pulling on Ben’s hand.

Sage squealed several incomprehensible words, bouncing up and down on her toes. As soon as Ben stood up she crashed into him, wrapping both arms around him and covering him with kisses.

“I knew letting you cum in my ass was the right idea,” she said, hugging him tightly.

Ben laughed. “I’d marry you even if you didn’t have an ass.”

Sage pulled back and looked at him for a moment, then leaned up and gently pecked him on the lips. “That was the right answer,” she said.

Everyone hugged after that. It was a time of great happiness and love. Even Murphy felt it, wagging his tail and running in a circle.

“How will we do it?” Raven asked.

“Your laws forbid this,” Luna added.

“Yeah, I know,” Ben said. “We’ll have to improvise. I figure we can’t do it legally, but we can at least have someone read some vows.”

“But where?” Raven asked.

Luna’s eyes lit up. “The Renaissance Faire!”

“Now that’s a good idea,” Ben said. “And oddly appropriate.”

They spent the rest of the morning relaxing on the couch. The women took turns piling on top of Ben while they watched wedding videos and learned just how ridiculous modern ceremonies could get.

“These seem very unrealistic,” Raven said. “Overdone and impersonal.”

“Yeah, I don’t want that,” Sage said. “Look, there must be two hundred people there! It feels like it’s not about the wedding couple anymore. It feels like they’re showing off to as many people as possible.”

Ben was silently grateful they didn’t want a huge wedding. Those got expensive fast. And while getting married at the Renaissance Faire felt a bit corny, it also felt like the best place to do it, unless they wanted to speak vows at midnight beneath a full moon somewhere.

Wait, that was a good idea.

“Hey,” Ben said, clearing his throat. “Uhh, do you all want to go somewhere and speak our wedding vows beneath a full moon at midnight?”

Raven gave him a considering look. “Not the worst idea.”

“I think I’d prefer the Renaissance Faire,” Sage said. Luna nodded in agreement.

“Alright, it’s set then,” Ben said. “I suppose I’ll need to buy rings. Good thing we’re making good money at the store.”

He had a bit of savings he could use for that. Ben was suddenly glad he was good at tucking away dollars here and there.

Once the clock moved toward noon, they all left and walked to work. It was a nice day and everyone’s spirits were high. Sage told jokes while Raven daydreamed about what her dress would look like.

When they got to the store, things changed, and rather quickly.

“Alright, we’re here,” Ben said as he reached for the door.

“Wait!” Raven shrieked, grabbing Ben’s arm and pulling.

Ben stopped in his tracks.

“Look,” Raven said, pointing.

Ben turned and looked at the door. It took him a moment, but he finally saw it.

Strange marks had been drawn on the stone doorstep and bottom of the door frame in chalk. A small pile of dark powder stood at the edge of the step, looking almost like dirt. Luna bent down and touched it, then examined her fingertip.

“Black iron,” she said, then looked down again. “And look at this.”

She pointed where something had been jammed into the bottom of the door. Ben bent over, looking at it.

“A copper nail,” Luna said.

The deadbolt unlatched loudly and the door swung open. Jolene stood there, bangs perfectly arranged, breasts on full display in her low-cut black top.

“Wow,” Sage said, looking at her. “Okay, I’ve already forgotten what we were talking about.”

Jolene blushed and gave her a grateful smile. “What’s going on?”

“Someone is trying to curse this place,” Luna said.

“Do you have a crowbar or anything I can use to pry this out?” Ben asked, pointing at the nail.

“Hold on,” Jolene said.

She returned a moment later with a small, flat pry bar. Ben used it to pull the nail from the bottom of the door. He handed it to Luna, who frowned fiercely at it.

“Look,” Luna said, holding the nail in her palm. “The small runes carved along the shaft of the nail. This could have been a powerful hex.” She looked up and Ben saw the air ripple in front of her, almost like heat waves. “I don’t think it took hold. We broke the chain. But Jolene, you’re in trouble.”

The beautiful store owner rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Again? Look, if this guy wrecks my digestive tract again, I vote we let Sage set him on fire. Since apparently that’s your thing.”

“I like this option,” Sage said.

“I can see the hex on you,” Raven said, staring at Jolene. “It hasn’t fully set in yet, so we have time as long as we act quickly. You’ll probably find something like this on your front door step as well.”

“We should check our house,” Ben said.

Jolene threw her hands up and walked back inside the store. Luna kept the copper nail in her hand, kicked the small pile of iron dust away, then followed her. Raven scanned the door frame for a moment, then scuffed the chalk writing with her foot and walked inside. The rest followed.

“Alright, what do you need to do?” Jolene asked as she leaned on the counter. She looked completely out of patience.

“We can handle this rather quickly, since we already broke the material components,” Luna said. “Ladies.”

The three witches surrounded Jolene and all placed their hands on her. Raven stood in front, so Jolene immediately glanced down at her chest.

“Today must be my lucky day,” Jolene said with a faint smile.

Sage leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t tempt us.”

Ben just watched them all and tried not to get a boner in the store. The thought of all four of them together was pretty damn incredible.

The witches all closed their eyes and began to chant, their words blending together. Ben understood none of the words, but somehow he felt as if his subconscious could make things out. Words of protection, words that defeated evil. Jolene placed a hand over her stomach and gasped at one point.

“It was strong,” Luna said, placing a gentle hand on Jolene’s shoulder. “But you should be safe for the time being.”

“We need to follow you home today so we can make your home secure,” Sage said.

Jolene looked at her, then nodded. “Yes. I don’t want to get sick again. Unless you’re just trying to get in my home.” She narrowed her eyes.

Sage leaned forward and kissed her cheek again. “Like I said, don’t tempt me.”

“Hey, can you do wedding vows?” Raven asked.

Jolene blinked. “Uh, what? That’s moving pretty quickly, even for a lesbi—”

“Wedding vows,” Raven said. “We aren’t sure what the, you know, format is in this world, but we’re getting married.”

“At the Renaissance Faire,” Luna said with a nod.

Jolene stared at them for a moment. “You’re what?”

Ben sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I mean, we’re already stuck together like glue. They took my last name, legally. We all want to do it, and the Faire feels like an appropriate place.”

Jolene barked a laugh, then smiled. “Sure, I can do it. Tell you what, we’ll do it next Sunday.”

“Oh, the day of the sun!” Luna said.

“We’ll close down the store for the day,” Luna said. “Maybe you four can take a short honeymoon after, although I’ll miss my best employees.”

“We’re you’re only employees,” Sage said.

“I know,” Jolene said.

Sage’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me take back my flirtation.”

“Oh, I’m keeping it right here,” Jolene said, placing a hand against her chest.

Sage looked down at the woman’s impressive chest for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, I approve of my flirtation being kept there. In fact, if you keep it there, we might have to invite you along to our honeymoon.”

Jolene paused. “You know what happens on a honeymoon, right?”

Sage nodded. She pursed her lips for a moment, looked at everyone, then suddenly blurted out the words. “YES BUT I’D MISS YOU AFTER NOT SEEING YOU FOR SEVERAL DAYS SO I WANT YOU TO COME ALONG! Okay, I’ll go back to being mean again. You’re all ugly and smell bad.”

Jolene glanced at Ben. “How do you feel about them usurping your honeymoon?”

Ben shrugged. “Jolene, you’re fun to be around. I don’t think you being around us would be the worst thing, especially since you’re kind of a best friend to us all, now.”

Jolene threw her hands in the air. “I keep trying to be negative, and you lot keep being nice to me. This has to stop.”

“I vote we go to the beach,” Raven said.

Luna looked over at her. “With your complexion?”

Raven nodded. “Yeah. Honestly, I just want to see Jolene in a bikini.”

Jolene laughed and blushed to her hairline. “Well, okay! Should we start the day?”

Ben walked over to the front door and unlocked it, then turned on their sign.

Fortunately, the day went on like any other. Customers came in and the witches sold them things like they were born for the job. The money flowed in, and even Jolene was surprised at how much better the store did with all the new inventory.

At one point, Ben thought he saw the bald man watching them from across the street. He hurried to the window to look, but by then the man was gone.

He was out there, Ben knew it. And no matter what it took, he would keep his witches safe.


Atlas Cannon has been an enthusiastic reader since he was a child, and finally decided to take the plunge and write his own series. If you made it this far in the book, thank you! Make sure to look out for the next exciting book, which will definitely contain more goth babes.
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