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Chapter 1


          

          
            Callum

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you know, I think Aiden could play music to your pacing.”

      My feet stuttered and I spun, finding Isaac in the doorway to our front parlor.

      “Are you rehearsing the part of the metronome for this evening?” he asked, mouth quirking up.

      I wanted to ask him not to tease me, but that would be revealing a softer underbelly than I cared to share at the moment. “I’m impatient,” I said and then grimaced.

      Isaac’s lips twitched again but I caught his eyes glancing out the hall to the front door. “You don’t say.” He watched me for another minute. I crossed the room as if I might find something on the other side of it to distract myself. He sighed and came to me, reaching his hands up to dig tension out of my shoulders. “She’ll be fine. There’s not an exam Gwen could throw at her she wouldn’t ace at this point. It’s only the first semester.”

      “It’s not that,” I said, waving my hands through the air between us before stuffing them back into my pockets. I leaned forward and he wrapped his arms around me, a small surprised sound in the back of his throat.

      “Your father will…” he trailed off, thinking about our upcoming trip.

      I stifled a snarl into his shoulder. “Not that either,” I mumbled.

      I didn’t want to think about what my father would have to say about Joanna. To Joanna. And I would happily put off thinking of it until the minute we stepped off the train in Dannsedge next week. Maybe not even until we reached the manor, depending on whether or not my father sent a car for us or met us at the station.

      “You’ve got me stumped, Pike,” Isaac said, softening the flat tone with a kiss on the side of my throat.

      I rolled my forehead over his shoulder for a moment, trying to shake off the anxious feeling, before pulling away.

      “It’s our…our first showing, as a coven,” I said, shrugging. “Tonight, at Aiden’s concert.”

      Isaac raised an eyebrow up at me. “Oh really?” he asked. “What was dinner at The Cup and Dagger last month? Or all those picnics on campus.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said out, huffing a breath.

      Isaac’s whole face stiffened for a moment before relaxing and I knew the tell too well. He was resisting the urge to roll his eyes at me.

      “It’s an event,” I said, my voice rising in volume as if that might make me sound more reasonable. I knew it didn’t. “An event with school governors and our colleagues and-”

      “The local elite, yes,” Isaac said, and this time he did let his eyes roll. “Why should that bother you?”

      “They all know what Joanna has done, how…how rare she is.” Because when it was clear that there was no one in Canderfey who could write magic, we’d sent feelers out through Enmaire. And while friends of friends had heard the term Scribe, no one knew one. One other than Joanna.

      “Do we really measure up?” I asked.

      Isaac groaned, long and loud, his arms releasing me completely as he reached a hand up to rake fingers through his hair. “Don’t you dare start that,” he said pointing a finger at me, eyes wide. “You’ve been spending too much time with Joanna. Is it contagious? This- this whispering little voice asking about being worthy?”

      My face felt hot and Isaac sighed, glaring at me out of the corner of his eyes. The hand in his hair came down over his face, dark strands following as he scrubbed the frown away, gathering a deep breath.

      “If you think you’re any less rare,” Isaac started before interrupting the thought. “Or Aiden for that matter. Have you ever met another Aiden? Oh gods, now it’s started in my head. Poor me, a measly painter with a coven of precious jewels.”

      A snort escaped me. I backed up to the couch and collapsed into the cushions. “Oh, fuck you,” I said, the words entirely half-hearted.

      Isaac grinned at that, prowling forward like a cat. He pushed my shoulders back and I grunted as he landed roughly in my lap, knees around my sides. He kissed me hard on the mouth and I let him hear my groan of relief in exchange for the distraction.

      “Everyone at the concert will know how lucky we are to have found Joanna,” Isaac purred against my lips. “Just as, while we listen to him play, they will know how lucky we are that Aiden waited for us. Just as you and I both know how lucky we are to have each other.”

      “Mmm, that’s very sweet,” I said, a smile growing wider at the smug fullness in his cheeks.

      “Yes, well, if I hear you mention a single hint of insecurity in front of Joanna tonight I will be considerably less sweet,” Isaac said, before taking another hard kiss, his teeth snagging over my bottom lip. “Honestly, the pair of you.”

      “She should be back by now,” I said, glancing out the window.

      “Has she written?” he asked.

      I hummed, shifting to reach my back pocket and Isaac slid off my lap to my side. I pulled a small notebook out, the leather cover impressed with the four-pointed knot sigil for Coven. They had been her idea, a set of four notebooks, one for each of us. She’d written on the insides, For every word written, Every word appears inside, rotating the words across each of the four notebooks so the inside cover of mine said ‘every word’ in her spiky script. And it worked. We had a little way of communicating with each other, like students passing notes throughout the class time. I flipped past pages of our handwriting, questions about meals mixed in with tantalizingly intimate promises.

      Been captured.

      I coughed on air and Isaac leaned over to read the page, laughing.

      By Hildy. No ransom yet. Please send help. But not before six-thirty this evening. And then a little lopsided heart.

      “If Hildy has her then we’d better spruce up,” Isaac said, patting my chest and rising up from the couch. He held his hand out. “Come and shower with me, take the edge off.”

      I stood up at that, the suggestion was enough to chase away any lingering nerves. But I preferred Isaac’s more hands-on methods if he was offering them.
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        * * *

      

      Isaac and I were dressed fine enough to impress even Aiden—mostly in clothes he’d purchased for us as gifts—as we crossed the street and made our way to Woollard’s coven home. Our breath filled the air in white puffs and the last falling leaves before winter crunched under our feet.

      I’d always found it interesting that with covenmates like Bryce Gast and Hildy Samanta, the group had taken Gwendolyn Woollard’s name. The university knew what a prize they had in their head librarian but in most circles the name was unknown, missing the social weight of the other witches in the family. Even Ito, loath as I was to admit it, was a fairly familiar… character. Respected, believe it or not.

      I understood it a little better now. When I’d found Aiden and Isaac, I’d looked forward to throwing over Pike for King, Aiden’s name being the obvious choice. Now I wondered what he might think of our coven taking Joanna’s last name. Not that she had offered it, not that she was ready to think about marriages and coven names. Not that she was likely to agree, given her habit of shying away from any recognition. But I liked the idea of being known by her name.

      Isaac knocked on the door and Bryce opened it as if they’d been waiting for us.

      “You’re in trouble,” they said ominously, one pale eyebrow arched and sharp like a razor.

      “How do they look?” Hildy called from deeper in the house.

      “Tasty,” Bryce said, stepping aside to allow us entry.

      “You look very elegant,” Isaac answered. He’d taken Bryce’s word as a compliment. I thought it might have been a threat.

      “Yes,” Bryce said, smoothing a hand down the intricately embroidered overcoat that framed their thin limbs. The black fabric was covered in green and russet feathers and talons, birds swarming and devouring themselves down to where the hem skimmed the floor. It was a tight fit, buttoned down to Bryce’s narrow waist and flaring out to reveal pants that clung and glimmered like scales.

      “Like a predator,” I added, and Bryce grinned widely at that.

      “Don’t flirt,” they warned and I held in my nervous laugh.

      “Come now, Hildy. Quit torturing the girl,” Gwen called up to the stairs, her arm linked with Tatsuo’s as they came down together, matching in a velvet blue so dark it may as well have been black.

      “Torture?” Hildy squawked. Her head appearing around the corner, long black curls hanging over a jewel-studded shoulder. “I’m doing her a favor, as her friend.”

      She disappeared as Tatsuo answered, brow furrowed. “You told her she was doing you a favor.” He glanced back at us to add, “Hildy has designed a new collection for the shop and Joanna is playing model for the evening.”

      Hildy ‘hmph’ed from the top of the stairs, stunning and regal in emerald, gold vines crawling up the bodice of the dress, blossoming into glittering flowers at the neckline. “Yes, well, favors are much nicer when they’re tidy and rounded out, I think.”

      I lost track of the conversation after that. Isaac too, if the sharp intake of breath was any indication. Joanna appeared at the top of the stairs behind Hildy, her hair pulled into a dark crown of braids around her head, leaving her neck long and shoulders bare. Her expression was terrified and stricken and for a moment all I could do was hunt through the house, sending out tendrils of magic to search for whatever threat had her frozen like an animal caught in a predator’s gaze. And then I grinned. It was the dress. She was terrified of the dress.

      The bodice stretched in a straight line across her chest and around her arms, sleeves fitted snugly down to her small wrists. Sky blue and gold flowers fluttered down the pale yellow fabric like they’d been caught up in a breeze. Joanna was gathering the skirt up in her hands like she was afraid at any moment the fabric might disintegrate at her touch. In her defense, it did look especially diaphanous. Isaac nudged me as she took a few careful steps down, bright blue shoes peeking out from under layers of skirt.

      She grabbed our outstretched hands gratefully when she could reach them, cheeks bright. I wondered if Hildy had wrestled Joanna into the dress or if the older woman had a trick for coaxing our covenmate into following her lead. Would she teach me?

      “You are a work of art,” Isaac said, his thumb brushing over the back of Joanna’s hand.

      My tongue went gummy instead of gallant and all I managed was, “Stunning.”

      “I’m afraid to breathe,” Joanna said with an anxious laugh. And she sounded winded as she added, “Or move.”

      “It’s charmed against little accidents,” Hildy assured her from behind us. “Of course, if someone were to intentionally rip it, I would expect them to be prepared to purchase.”

      I smiled up at Joanna after the warning and her cheeks turned another shade darker of pink. I didn’t want to damage the dress, but I could almost guarantee that when Aiden saw her in it, he’d be determined to keep it for her. Hildy was probably expecting as much.

      “Behave,” Joanna growled at me as she reached the floor. Isaac and I bumped into one another in our efforts to keep her close.

      “Why warn me?” I asked.

      “Because,” Isaac answered under his breath. “Every time you two are left alone in a room together, suddenly something starts crashing.”

      Joanna and I grinned at each other, unrepentant, and I bent my head to nip at the curve of her neck.

      “Don’t you dare leave a mark,” Hildy snapped and I sighed, my breath raising tempting little goosebumps on Joanna’s skin.

      Tatsuo brought over a brilliant blue velvet coat and passed it to Isaac to do the honors of sliding the fabric up Joanna’s arms and over her shoulders.

      “Come on, darling,” Gwen coaxed, as Bryce herded Hildy to the door. “We don’t want to be late and miss the good seats.” Over her shoulder, to Joanna, she added, “I want to see King’s face when he spots you in the audience.”

      Joanna’s nose scrunched in an uncomfortable little grimace, lips firming. I wanted to kiss her, to smear a little of that lip stain, darker and richer than she usually wore, onto my mouth. But I was fairly sure Hildy would let Bryce take a chunk out of me if I did.

      “How was the exam?” Isaac asked, settling our arms crossed over her back so she was snug between us.

      “Gwen went too easy on me,” Joanna said, shrugging and then startling at the way fabric whispered against her skin.

      “Never in my life,” Gwen snapped from ahead of us.

      I stepped ahead of my covenmates so we fit through the front doors to leave the house, Joanna’s finger’s linking with mine. Two open carriages waited on the street in front of the house, with smartly dressed drivers and horses whose black coats gleamed.

      “Are those for us?” Joanna whispered to Isaac.

      “It seemed silly to hire cars for such a short distance, but we’re not walking through campus dressed like this,” Hildy called over her shoulder.

      “She doesn’t trust me not snag my hem,” Joanna said under her breath. After a pause, she added, “Neither do I.”

      As Woollard’s coven filled one carriage I turned and lifted Joanna into ours. Isaac and I hesitated, looking at the bench seat, and then Joanna smiled at us, placing herself in the center and patting either side. It was a squeeze to fit the three of us but it was worth the closeness.

      Three months together and the impulse to keep near, stay in the spotlight of her affection, had yet to fade. At least I wasn’t alone. Isaac and Aiden orbited around Joanna as much as I did, the three of us drifting through the house together to find where she had landed. And we hadn’t worn out our welcome yet. She leaned into my side, pressed her knees to Isaac’s and twined her feet with his under the skirt of her dress.

      “Gwen wants to keep me up in the staff library,” Joanna said and I craned my neck to catch the hint of a curve at the corner of her mouth.

      “That’s a very good position,” Isaac said, his hands over her legs as she played with the buttons on the cuffs of his coat sleeves.

      “Mmm,” she hummed, nodding.

      “Have you thought more about focusing on study?” I asked.

      Isaac and I held our breath to give her time to answer. We both had opinions. I thought she should be enrolled at Canderfey, learning as much about magic, her magic, as possible. Isaac agreed but was afraid she would either end up adapting her skill to one of the more familiar magical focuses or leaving the University in search of someone who could really teach her. Part of me thought she should, but I knew how easy it would be for me to follow her. I wasn’t sure how Isaac felt and I had a guess about Aiden. He wanted to be settled, building our home up and starting a family.

      “I have,” Joanna said, the words very slow. I reminded my shoulders to stay relaxed as I waited. “Gwen thinks that there are texts she can hunt down through the University connections that might help me. I don’t know that I want to make it an official thing but I would like to study independently. Make my own coursework to follow and pursue.”

      “There are advantages to the University’s introductory structure,” I said, on reflex. Isaac raised an eyebrow at me in warning and I swallowed the rest of the words down. I’d sworn to myself that I wouldn’t push or try to influence her, but the nudges slipped out when I wasn’t careful.

      “I know,” she said, and she reached an arm back to stroke at my jaw. “Luckily I have three wonderfully talented and intelligent professors in my coven.” She still said the word ‘coven’ like it was a word she never expected her tongue to learn. “They should be able to help me round out my education.”

      Isaac looked pleased, lifting her hand up from his sleeve to kiss at her palm. I felt a little nervous. Joanna had asked me to teach her how to tuck things away into invisible little pockets of space, an old charm I’d found when I was a student. For more than a month we’d lost one penny after another and hundreds of notes of paper in the effort. The lessons usually ended with her huffing away, frustrated with herself, or at least one of us naked in the effort to distract the other. She had small victories with the task now, keeping writing utensils handy, but resisted my efforts to practice with more challenging items.

      “If not us, there would certainly be colleagues willing to help,” I said, thinking I would rather be her lover than her teacher.

      “For nothing?” she asked.

      “The whole campus is curious about you, what you can do.” I regretted saying it as soon as I saw her grimace. Worse, we were pulling up to Edelsburg Hall, a crowd of faculty, donors, and the local elite milling outside the massive double doors.

      And sure enough, at the sight of two horse carriages, all eyes turned to greet us. Isaac glared at me briefly before stepping out of the carriage and reaching back to help Joanna out. She fussed with her skirts, head down as the chatter started around us. I slid my arm across her back and Isaac linked her arm around his elbow.

      “Just be Hildy’s model for the evening,” Isaac murmured against her ear.

      Joanna straightened at that, chin lifting. Bryce crossed in front of us, grinning too white teeth at the onlookers and making stares skitter away. The dragon’s preference for Joanna was occasionally nerve-wracking. Joanna seemed as unafraid of Bryce as their own coven was and she was probably the only other person who could claim as much. But as an ally, Gast was undeniably effective.

      Joanna’s smile brightened at the way the crowd parted for Bryce and then us and for that alone I was grateful.

      I checked our coats and we made our way into the theater. Joanna’s neck stretched as she gazed up at the marble columns surrounding the circular room, vast domed roof glowing with theatrical candlelight above us.

      “Aiden will you tell you all about the acoustics later,” Isaac told her as she twisted in step, studying the celestial paintings covering the ceiling, the ivy carvings that climbed the columns, the intricate tile swirling over the floor.

      “Does he play here often?” she asked as we led her up to the rows of reserved seating for family at the front of the auditorium.

      “A couple of times in the school year,” I said. “Lots in the summer when most of the students are away.”

      She hummed, eyes searching the stage where half-rings of seats were set out, a massive piano waiting for Aiden under a warm spotlight. “The campus will be so quiet then,” she said.

      Generally, I preferred the school year, the full classes and busy schedule. But I found myself looking forward to the summer holiday now. We could take Joanna away, to the sea or up into the mountains. She had an endless list of places she had never been and her coven had the urge to spoil her. Aiden had done as much in the early years with us. Taking Isaac to all the museums in Rhodantis, the capital city, and filling him up on the finest foods. Dragging me out to the middle of nowhere, a cottage on a small lake, and teaching me how to rest and lose myself in the music of crickets at night.

      I ached, wishing we were going anywhere other than Dannsedge for the winter solstice. The North was undeniably beautiful in the winter, but my father’s home was harsh and cold regardless of grandeur.

      Joanna pulled me into the seat next to her, brushing away bitter thoughts. I kissed her bare shoulder again as Hildy and the others took their seats in the row behind us. I would have to tell Hildy later how much I liked the cut of this dress, leaving so much exposed to touch, although I doubted she’d bothered designing with me in mind. Joanna turned her head, the tip of her nose against my cheek.

      “I missed you today,” she said, just barely audible as the room began to echo with the bodies arriving to fill the seats.

      I beamed at her and reveled in the way her eyes lit up at my smile. I’d forgotten this newness, the neediness of falling in love. She brought my hand into her lap and twined it together with Isaac’s and hers.

      “Now you have a month to get sick of us,” I said, feeling strangely giddy at the prospect.

      “Speak for yourself,” Isaac muttered from her other side.

      She hushed us as the firelight ringing the room from above dimmed and the lights from the stage glowed brighter. The Canderfey Orchestra filed out of the wings, instruments in hand as they found their seats with quiet rustling and the dull plucking of strings. When they had settled under light applause, Aiden appeared.

      Joanna’s breath caught in her throat and she squeezed our hands. I couldn’t blame her. Aiden was a powerful figure, drawing the stage lights into his dark skin until he shone with them. His black suit fit perfectly, hugging at massive shoulders, nipping in tight at his hips. Only the three of us knew that he’d gone back to the tailor three times to get it exactly to his liking, and I smirked at the thought. He was vain but I didn’t blame him. He was stunning; graceful and animal all at once.

      He stopped at the center of the stage in front of the piano and his eyes found us immediately, heat sharpening their richness until it felt like an actual touch on my skin. And it wasn’t just Joanna his gaze fell into. It was the three of us, his coven. Finally together and here for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Joanna

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt like I was dancing, weaving through the crowd of people in the lobby, hunting out one of my covenmates. Preferably all three if I could catch them together. Eyes watched me as I slipped between two groups of conversation, voices hushing as I passed and I lifted my chin a little higher. I was Hildy’s model tonight, not the witch who hadn’t known she was a witch, and who’d released an ancient being to terrorize the city.

      I’d also had, very thankfully, several glasses of fizzy, tart alcohol and was feeling rather lovely. And a little dizzy.

      I floated past another group, not really paying attention to who was around me, only knowing vaguely that I was looking for one of my men. An arm circled around my waist and pulled me back, and I lifted one foot to slide, careful not to spill a drop of my glass onto the gauzy skirt of my dress. Hildy’s dress. Our dress.

      “Joanna,” a voice purred in my ear and I shivered, twisting in his hold.

      “Aiden!” In the back of my head, I thought, Oh, you sound ridiculous, but Aiden looked so pleased it didn’t matter. I rose up on my toes, leaning into his chest, and stole a quick kiss, smiling at the rosy hint it left on his mouth. “Hello,” I crooned up to him.

      “Hello, darling,” he answered, squeezing me closer. I snuggled into his side and felt him shake with a little laughter. “Joanna, you know Margery and Ethan Dagwood. And this is Pablo Banaker, the concertmaster.”

      I grinned at the Dagwoods, musicians I’d met through Aiden, and then the other man. He’d been the first chair violin and played a soaring duet with Aiden whose fingers flew across the piano keys during the concert.

      “It’s wonderful to meet you,” I said.

      “I’ve heard so much about you, Miss Wick,” Pablo said, reaching out a fine-boned, strong hand. I shook it and he held on. “Aiden’s coven is very lucky to have found you. What an extraordinary talent.”

      Aiden stiffened slightly in my hold and the Dagwoods, familiar with me and my reticence to discuss my own magic, glanced at each other. But I had lost my filter for shyness a glass ago.

      “Oh, thank you,” I said, voice too bright. “I’ll have you remind them of that when I’m being ‘charmingly impossible.’” I smiled up at Aiden, delighted to find him blushing, dark skin coloring richer. Those had been his words for me. “Have you seen the others? I want to gather you all together.”

      “We could find them,” he said. “Why?”

      “Because it would make me happy,” I said.

      Aiden’s blush faded under the warmth of his stare and he bent, pulling me up to my toes to catch my lips again. “Then that’s what we’ll do. Excuse us,” he said to his friends before I took his hand and dragged him blindly into the crowd.

      “I don’t know whether or not to take that glass from you or fill it higher,” he said, catching up to me.

      “Neither,” I said, rising up to my tiptoes to see over heads. “I like where I’m at just now.”

      “And do you know where you’re going?” he asked, a laugh in the back of his throat.

      “Instinct.”

      Aiden made a skeptical sound as I wove erratically through the hall, heading closer to the front doors by way of long zig-zags across the room.

      “Ah, there!” he said, pulling up me short and turning me, pointing over the crowd.

      I saw the bright gleam of Callum’s hair, like burnished gold and copper under the lights of the chandelier. When the crowd parted for us Isaac appeared at his side and I ran ahead of Aiden into Isaac’s arms.

      “Oh, hello you,” Isaac said, grinning back at me.

      “Oh, hello,” I parroted.

      “How many times did Bryce refill your glass?” Isaac asked. “You’re looking rosy.”

      And now that he mentioned it, my cheeks did feel warm. I’d blame the packed room over the mead Bryce had been sharing with me. “When are we going home?” I asked, ignoring his question. “I can’t stay in this dress much longer without disaster.”

      Isaac’s hand skimmed down the buttons laying over my spine. “Then we’d better get you home.”

      “I’ll go hunt down the others,” Callum said and kissed my shoulder for the hundredth time that night. “Find out where those carriages went.”

      “No,” I said, spinning in Isaac’s hold to catch at Callum’s sleeve. “Hildy swore she wouldn’t be ready to leave for hours. Isaac’s office is just down the row. We can use our shortcut.”

      I had written a portal from Isaac’s office closet door to my bedroom door at the very beginning of our relationship, my first conscious spell. When I had finished really moving from my little University-provided housing and into the coven house, the portal had moved too. The magic didn’t care where it had started, it only looked for the room I considered mine. And right now I was looking forward to being back in that room. With my coven.

      It still gave me a nervous, happy thrill to think the word. Coven. I’d grown up in the quiet countryside knowing I was dull and nearly magic-less, never expecting to come to a place like Canderfey. Absolutely never imagining to find a coven.

      I’d been wrong, and it was wonderful.

      “Shortcut it is,” Callum said, lifting up the brilliantly blue coat Hildy had loaned me for the evening.

      “I’m already warm,” I said.

      “But it’s snowing out,” he argued.

      “Oh!” I looked through the doors and saw the snow floating down through the black night, landing on the walkway and melting away in a moment.

      I turned and let him help me into the coat but caught his hands before he could draw away. I wrapped his arms around me, soaking up the glow of heat that always seemed to hover at his edges, and leaned back, arching my neck so I could kiss underneath his jaw. He swallowed, neck flexing against my cheek, and looked to Aiden and Isaac for help.

      “There are people in this room who have never seen Callum blush before,” Isaac said, grinning at us, leaning into Aiden’s side.

      “Turnabout is fair play,” I murmured into Callum’s skin. “He loves to make me blush.”

      Aiden snorted at that and started leading the way through the doors. Isaac stole my glass from my hand, downing the remaining contents in one swallow as I squawked a protest. Callum all but lifted me from the floor as he swept us both after Aiden.

      “Am I being embarrassing?” I asked as we hurried down the steps.

      I let the words go quiet under our feet but Callum squeezed me closer. “You’re being too adorable to share. And now that you’ve mentioned undressing we’re all a little impatient, as nice as you look.”

      “Why have we never given her apple mead before?” Isaac asked cheerfully.

      “Because it’ll leave her with a wicked headache,” Aiden answered. He took my hand as Callum and I reached the sidewalk and Isaac brought up the rear.

      “I drank all five Terrence boys under the table when I turned twenty,” I said, as clipped as I could, which was not very at this point, words muddling on my tongue.

      “I hope you left them there,” Callum muttered under his breath.

      “All but one,” I said, beaming up at his surly glare. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Isaac wink at me from behind.

      When the coven had first approached me about how they felt—like I was their missing piece—I’d thought Callum hadn’t really wanted me. Now I knew better. His affection was rare but it was also ferocious. He’d been worried about scaring me off just as much as I’d been worried about disrupting his harmony with the others.

      Now that affection appeared easily and often, tempering into something sweeter as we found our footing as a group. But sometimes it was fun to tease him and find that anxiously possessive interior.

      When we made it to the Burgess Building, Callum scooped me up off my feet.

      “There’s ice on the stairs,” he said.

      I considered pointing out that him carrying me didn’t make either of us safer in that case. But since the snow was still melting as it hit the ground and our coats, I let his excuse remain an excuse. Also, my feet hurt from the shoes Hildy had put me in.

      Isaac ran up to his office ahead of us with Aiden, unlocking the door. By the time Callum made it there with me, I could see the red glow of the fireplace from my bedroom pooling out of Isaac’s tiny little closet door. Callum set me on my feet and I locked the office behind us before we squeezed through the closet and into my enormous room on the top story of our tower house on the other side of campus.

      I shut the door and from inside my room, it looked just as large and welcoming as usual. That was my favorite part of the spell, that a doorway could be a sliver on one side of my portal, and wide enough to let Isaac and Aiden through together on the other side.

      There was scratching from the bottom of the door, a small black and white spotted paw appearing from under the gap, and I opened it again.

      “Oh don’t let the dust balls in,” Aiden groaned as our three cats tangled their way into the room together, the orange tabby crawling over the other two to reach me first.

      “You love them,” I said, crouching down to scratch between Molly’s ears. “Oh, you little pests! No claws.”

      Callum shooed them away from my skirt and then picked me up again, carrying me over to the bed where Isaac was kicking off his shoes, already out of his jacket and vest.

      “Look at all these buttons Hildy’s left us with,” Callum said to him.

      “Don’t tear it,” I said. “I can’t afford it.”

      “I can,” Aiden said joining us at the edge of the bed. His fingers went for the buttons, pulling them free of the delicate loops with deft care. “But I’d rather see you wear it again than tear it off.”

      The others left the bed and my eyes drifted shut, leaning back into Aiden’s touch. “You were wonderful tonight,” I murmured.

      “I was, wasn’t I?” he said. His breath was warm on the back of my neck and I grinned up at the beams on the ceiling. He wasn’t even joking. He simply knew how talented he was and wasn’t interested in balking or feigning modesty. “I was happy to see you in the audience.”

      “I’ll always come to see you play,” I said.

      “Mmm, I know,” he hummed, and I shivered as his lips landed softly at the top of my back, slightly damp as if he’d just licked them. “But it reminded me that you’re here now. We’ve found you.”

      The last button, low on my waist, fell loose, and Aiden’s hands swept the fabric forward, sleeves sliding down over my wrists. His palms caressed up my ribs and then around to cup over my breasts, drawing me back to his chest with a gentle squeeze of his fingers.

      “They’ve gone to get us water and feed your little beasts,” he murmured, kissing my jaw and ear and cheek as he spoke. “Do you want to wait for them?”

      The warmth of mead that had landed in my head and cheeks now sank like a weight to where he held me in his hands, into my belly and down into my hips, making me clench on nothing. I both loved and hated that feeling, enjoying the needy urgency but missing the feeling of having one of my lovers inside of me more.

      I pulled his hands loose and stood, wobbling on the soft mattress, Hildy’s silken, airy confection of a dress falling free of my hips into a puddle on the mattress. I turned, stepping out of the fabric, and Aiden stared up at me like I was a queen.

      “They can catch up,” I said, fighting the giggle in my throat.

      Aiden grinned, smile bright against the depth of his skin, and he lifted the delicate dress up from the bed, and moved it into my closet for safekeeping, out of the reach of tiny claws or urgent lovers. He shrugged out of his suit coat as he crossed back to the bed and as soon as he was within reach, I caught him by the collar.

      “I said I didn’t want to wait.” And then I pulled him sharply down onto the bed with me.

      Aiden let out an ‘oof’ as he landed on the mattress, but he was ready for me as I crawled up over his chest, my thighs around his hips.

      “This is a lovely little contraption Hildy’s fitted you into,” he said, snapping at one of the ties of the garter belt.

      “It would be if I knew how to get out of it,” I admitted. But I thought he would like it, they all would, and I purchased it directly.

      “I happen to have some practice with these,” Aiden said, looking meek for being two hundred pounds of muscle and man trapped beneath me.

      “Then put it to use,” I said.

      I bent forward, drawing his full lip between my teeth to worry and nip. My fingers rushed clumsily over the buttons of his white shirt, pulling the dress collar free and tossing it away from the bed. Aiden hummed under me, breaths hitching as my mouth trailed after my hands, mapping my favorite planes of his skin.

      By the time I was scooting farther down his thighs, to open the front of his trousers, he’d only managed to loosen the ties holding up my stockings. It would do. I watched his expression still as I left my work half done, the dark coarse hair of his groin peeking out from his waistband, his erection pushing the buttons and plackets aside with its stretch. I shifted to one knee, pushing the silk and lace underwear down and nearly toppling to the side. Aiden caught my waist in his hands, holding me steady with his eyes fixed to the skin I revealed. I shimmied one leg free and then Aiden moved me, balancing me to shake the other loose.

      “Lift your hips,” I told him.

      It was clear on his face, eyes wide and mouth parted on heavy breaths. I had such power over him like this, catching him by surprise and pushing my pursuit before he could get his bearings. His hips rose up off the mattress, nearly carrying me up with them, and I pulled his pants down, gathering them down to his knees.

      “Joanna,” he groaned.

      I pressed the bare skin of my sex, opening already wet and leaking, to the length of his cock. I wrapped my hand around the base of him, stroking myself against his heat and hardness, prepping him to fill me up. His head fell back to the center of the bed, feet dangling down to the floor and I watched his stomach tremble and clench beneath me, muscles flexing, resisting the urge to steal the control.

      “Be good,” I warned him. He huffed, eyes peeking open to narrow playfully at me.

      But when I lined him up at my entrance and sank down in slow, steady bounces, we both sighed gratefully. This stretch. I was addicted. As much as I was addicted to the sudden strike of passion that hit with Callum and the depths he could reach inside of me. Or Isaac’s patience and care that undid me.

      I heard the bedroom door open again when I’d seated Aiden fully inside of me. He gave me a soft smile, with just an edge of smug boasting, and I wiped it off his lips, rising and falling swift and hard. He groaned, back arching and hips bucking beneath me. I heard Isaac’s laugh from the other end of the room but I was busy chasing pleasure. My skin felt too hot, stretched too tight, and I braced my palms against Aiden’s chest, giving my body the leverage to lift and plunge, every stroke of him inside making the motion smoother, slicker with my arousal.

      Callum landed naked on the mattress next to Aiden, quickly swallowing up his moan with lips and tongue, one of his hands reaching out to cover mine over Aiden’s heart. I watched them kiss, timing my rhythm with Callum’s thrusting tongue until Aiden was squirming in the sheets. Callum paused when I pulled my hand free and then I listened to the moans chorus together as I wrapped my fingers around Callum’s cock and squeezed myself around Aiden’s.

      “I’ll charm her headaches away,” Callum rasped, panting into Aiden’s neck as his hips kicked into my hand. “Apple mead suits her.”

      Having them close suited me. Having them whimpering at my touch felt like the strongest magic, an orgasm careening closer with every second.

      When Isaac’s warmth was at my back I slowed, putting that moment off, and grinning at the way Aiden’s forehead knotted in frustration. Callum’s hand wrapped over mine, trying to force my grip tighter, faster, but I wiggled my hand loose.

      “I want all of you,” I said, turning my head so Isaac’s nose nuzzled to my cheek. I hissed as I felt his hand sliding between the cheeks of my ass, one chilly and slippery finger nudging at the tight ring of muscle hidden there.

      “I was hoping as much,” he said. A hand reached up to my throat, bowing me backward to his mouth. He licked at my lips and Aiden nudged himself softly into me, distracting me from the other intrusion, a gentle finger coaxing its way in from the opposite side, the touch slick with oil.

      I’d begged for this early on, but with the first careful effort I’d realized wanting wasn’t going to be enough. My body needed preparation and I needed to chase away any lingering nerves.

      But there were no nerves now. And Isaac had been working me up for months. When I tensed with the excitement, his fingers brushed over my pulse, reminding me to relax. I grunted as a second finger joined the first. Aiden was thick inside me, barely moving, but this was a new kind of fullness. The heat on my skin erupted into beads of sweat and I breathed into Isaac’s mouth.

      “Bend forward,” he said, swiping a wet lick over my lips once more.

      Aiden’s arms lifted up to embrace me, and I moaned the whole way down to his chest, every inch of movement a new sensation inside of me. There was a burn, but it was a heat outside of pain and more centered around awareness. Everything from my scalp to the soles of my feet felt sensitive. Callum shifted, starting to move away, and I caught my hand around the back of his thigh as he knelt up.

      I needed something to distract myself, something to focus on before I floated off in feeling. He shuffled closer and I lifted my head. My ears sharpened around the sound of his stuttered cry as I took him in my hand again and brought him to my mouth, lips tucking around my teeth and tongue stroking the underside of the tip of his cock.

      “Gods, Joanna, that’s-” The words died fast on his tongue as Isaac began to pump his fingers inside of me and I muffled my cry around Callum’s tender skin. His hands reached out, fingers shaking as they reached out to help support my head, careful not to demand.

      I was happy to be loud around him, happy to have somewhere to send the fiery energy of Isaac at my back and Aiden pumping softly inside me. I thought I might explode when Isaac added another finger, just the hint of raw pain sneaking in. I sucked at Callum and he twitched under my touch, trying to hold off, trying not to force. But then Isaac’s fingers drew away and the tip of his cock replaced them.

      I pulled my mouth off, my head falling heavily to Aiden’s neck, and Callum’s fingers followed, combing through my hair and soothing.

      “Oh god, yes,” I whispered, and Isaac took it as his cue to slide deeper in. He was smoother than his fingers had been, no knuckles to stretch and snag, and I found myself moving into the touch, rolling my body between his and Aiden’s.

      “Fuck,” Aiden hissed around clenched teeth. He bucked hard into me and for a moment everyone went still and quiet. Then Isaac groaned and sank in completely. “Fuck, this is better than- better than I ever thought,” Aiden groaned, his whole body hard and tense beneath me.

      They had never done this with anyone else. I smiled into his skin, and then pushed down onto him, Isaac drawing back an inch or so. When I drew off Aiden, my spine arching up into Isaac, Aiden chased me.

      “I can’t- I can’t,” he stuttered.

      I lifted my head to find his eyes wide, nostrils flaring, looking almost scared.

      “Finish,” I told him, already imagining what it might feel like. For me, for Isaac. What Callum would feel like replacing him. I felt starved for this. The bright heat under my skin had turned into a wonderful, boiling feeling, traveling fast through my blood and singing all the while.

      His hands clasped my hips as Isaac’s arm wound around my shoulders. Isaac drew out of me a little, giving Aiden room. And then my beautiful, elegant, polished man turned frantic and desperate underneath me, hips slamming noisily up inside of me as he grunted, chasing release. Isaac’s thrusts were shallow and slow in response, his face tucked against my neck, breaths uneven. Every time they nudged together inside of me, barely separated by the barrier of my body, they both lost their breath.

      Aiden pulled my hips in, and then he was striking against the front of me and I was shouting and thrashing between them, his hot spill filling me as I came.

      Isaac’s teeth were tight on my shoulder as I settled, his body tense and still over my back, like he was holding off, afraid to follow us. I kissed over Aiden’s collarbone as his chest heaved beneath me. Callum was watching the three of us, his hands fisted in the sheets, and thighs ready to spring. Isaac or Aiden would have to move to give Callum room to join us, and I wasn’t sure either man was capable.

      When Isaac’s bite loosened I tapped at Aiden’s chest, pushing up on my hands. He grunted and opened one eye, looking dazed and shattered.

      “Callum’s being patient,” I said, kissing his chin.

      Callum was barely being patient. He looked ready to rip me out from between them.

      Aiden sighed. He and Isaac lifted me, Isaac hissing as we went, still rigid inside of me and making little aftershocks bloom brightly in my blood. Aiden wiggled out from under us and Isaac trembled around me with every movement. Callum was fitting himself under my shaking legs as soon as there was an inch to spare for him.

      “That was torture,” he murmured, leaning forward to catch my lips. His hands smoothed over my hips and then behind, over Isaac’s ass, and I had a stifled grunt of warning before Isaac was tight against my back and we were both hovering over Callum’s lap.

      “I won’t last long,” Isaac warned him.

      Callum hummed, looking down between us to where Aiden’s release was dripping out of me. He pulled me down in one long, smooth drop.

      Isaac and I both cursed. With all three of us sitting up, Callum and Isaac were nestled closer together, the friction zinging through me with every breath one of us took. The hairs of Callum’s groin scratched against my swollen clit. I drew up again, just a few inches, and Isaac followed me with a whimper, barely moving.

      “I’m close enough as it is,” Callum said, leaning back on his palms. He thrust up into me and stars flashed behind my eyes.

      Isaac held me upright, arms so tight I thought he might have been hanging on for his own sake as much as mine, as Callum surged up from between our legs. With every little nudge of Isaac inside of me, Callum was pushed against my front walls, dragging himself over the most sensitive spots. And with every lift, Callum made sure to grind his pelvis against my clit.

      I was making obscene sounds, the wet slap of bodies against me, but also wordless begging noises, more wild creature than woman. Every snap of Isaac’s hips was more urgent, and also farther apart like he was trying to stave off a finish that was chasing him just as eagerly. I gripped his arms over my chest and let my body take from the both of them, unable to find its own part to play in the pass and take of my hips between theirs.

      Isaac came first with a shuddering moan in my ear, and he pressed us both in against Callum’s chest before releasing me and falling to the side on the bed. Callum pulled me tight against him, movements turning fast and hard now that there was no compromise to be made. I twisted against him, keeping my clit striking hard with every drive of his hips.

      One hand clasped tight around the back of my neck as I came again, drawing my shout into his mouth. And then Callum had me flat on the bed, our chests sticking together with sweat, arms clinging to my back. He buried himself once, twice, and then a final time hard and high inside me, coming with a yell and his neck arching for me to take with a biting kiss.

      At first, I thought the slow drum was my heartbeat, ringing in my ears. Then I peeled my eyes open, my body crushed under Callum’s, and tilted my head back to see Aiden. Clapping. And grinning, stretched back against the headboard.

      “That performance might just have exceeded my own at the concert,” he said.

      Callum made a rude gesture, rolling off me to the side and then cuddling me close, apparently disinterested in moving us higher up on the bed.

      “Well done everyone,” Aiden said, and Isaac snorted, still catching his breath.
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