
  
  [image: ]




  
  
      
        
          To Want for Something

          Book Two of the Urban Warlocks

		      
          M.B. Kelly

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by M.B. Kelly 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact [include publisher/author contact info].
NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by Kimberly Allbee
First edition 2026






  
  













This book is dedicated to anyone who ever doubted themselves until they found their strength and the friends who helped them along the way.
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   An excerpt from "A History of Western Society's Relationship with Magic" by Erik Weisz, published 1907

At the risk of sounding like a fairy tale, once upon a time humans lived in harmony with magic. Magic users, referred to by a variety of names, were at the core of their non-magic practitioner communities helping grow food, protecting people, animals, and crops against inclement weather, and granting blessings to villagers. Magic was communicating by way of the magic users with both nature and the supernatural.
Warlocks, as they are generally called today in the Western world, were as integrated into society as carpenters or farmers or blacksmiths were. There was nothing mystical about them—they simply had a unique and valued skill set.
There are tales of magic-working in every culture around the globe. Perhaps because they were told primarily through oral traditions for many years, stories about magic have changed over time. In the stories, sometimes magic was used for good. Other times for bad. The magic users were often portrayed as otherworldly, unnatural. Many scholars believe that the "otherness" of the magic casters didn’t always exist.  
Several centuries ago, a shift occurred. There is much speculation as to the origins of that shift. Did magic users garner too much power over the rest of their communities making those without magic feel threatened? Or did technology progress to a point that magic was no longer essential to a community’s survival? With better agriculture did the need for rain spells become less important?
It is much easier to track the decline of magic once the written records become available. A primary splinter between community and magic came about when magic users were actively hunted during history's famous witch trials. The result of which came the formation of warlock orders as we know them today. Each group adheres to strict rules about the use and limits of magic. This schism was also the beginning of the concealment and secrecy of magical craft.  
 As years passed, magic was replaced with the ingenuity of humankind. With the onset of the industrial age, magic was relegated to that of myth and fairytale in most places, but it was only the final and most logical step of development.
 The largest shift in practice came into being with the banishment of some warlocks from the human realm. The creation of the demon realm exacerbated the division between humanity and magic in the West. Warlocks became much more insular to protect themselves from anyone who wasn’t a part of their particular order.








  
  1
Evening Plans & Dating Foibles

Ethan


Ethan Forrest is going to kill Ryan Smith, regardless of whether or not Ryan's a powerful warlock. Nadia Reyes, Ethan’s former employee, had invited Ethan and Ryan to dinner to celebrate her employment as a full-time dance teacher and dancer, but when Ethan arrives fifteen minutes late to the restaurant Ryan had suggested, thanks to the sweet old grandma who didn’t understand that the bookstore’s closing time meant she had to leave, and the warlock is nowhere to be seen. 
Nadia, Ethan's former part-time employee at Much Loved Books, looks stunning in a pale-yellow dress with sheer cap sleeves and a square neckline. Her loose, dark curls, usually up in a ponytail, fall to her shoulders to frame her heart-shaped face.
Despite the warm summer evening, Ethan is wearing a clean blue button-up shirt and sandstone slacks suitable for this higher-end restaurant. With the excitement of discovering magic is real and there’s an entire warlock society just outside the city limits, he nearly forgot their dinner plans until Ryan texted an hour ago to remind him. It's been less than a month since Ryan was kidnapped by nefarious warlocks. Ethan (with no magic of his own) helped storm a secret compound with his magic-capable friend, Justin, and actual demons to bust Ryan out. A rescue mission Nadia knows nothing about.
Nadia stands up to wave him down when she spots him making his way between the tables. Her smile is as bright and warm as ever, setting off a flurry of butterflies that seem to emerges in Ethan's stomach whenever he is within a six-foot radius of the woman. "Ethan, over here," she calls over the sounds of low conversations and utensils clinking against fancy plates.
Ethan can feel the dirty looks of the other patrons as he does his best to scurry over to the table. He hunches his shoulders in an attempt to be as small as his six-foot and then some frame allows. Weaving his way toward Nadia he unceremoniously bumps into more than one diner’s chair muttering apologies each time.
"Sorry I'm late," Ethan mutters as he quickly slips into the seat across from her. He misjudges just a little and hurts the back of his thigh on the arm of the chair before finding the proper position.
Nadia doesn't seem to notice his discomfort (from the chair or the unhappy diners) as she sits. "No problem. At least you came," she says with a small laugh, tucking her hair behind one ear. "I just got a text from Ryan that he isn't going to make it."
Ethan stops rubbing his sore leg and stares at Nadia, his glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose. "Ryan said what?"
"He said he has a friend visiting from out of town. I told him it was no big deal. That I'd find a way to thank him for his advice another time." Nadia shrugs as if that's a normal thing. For anyone but Ryan an out-of-town visitor would be normal. Ryan, however, is practically a hermit who rarely allows Ethan into his place.
Adrenaline shoots through Ethan's veins as he looks around the nice restaurant and back to the beautiful woman dining with him. "So, it's just the two of us?" His voice cracks as he manages to push the words out of his throat.
"Yup." Nadia grins at him before picking up the menu. "I've never been here before. I wonder what's good."
Ethan is thankful that Nadia looks away because he's quite sure he just broke out in a flop sweat. "Me neither," he manages to say as he fumbles for his own menu. He holds it up to hide his face as he wipes his brow with his napkin.
How dare Ryan Smith! He picks the time and place for this dinner and then doesn't show up? And Ethan has a sneaking suspicion just who that "friend from out of town" could be. Ryan isn't even allowed to summon demons, but Ethan would bet an entire set of Tolkien first editions that the warlock is at home with his demon sort-of-girlfriend right this second.
Ethan's eyes scan blindly over the menu options in front of him as his brain tries not to short-circuit when the reality of the situation dawns on him. Ethan Forrest is with Nadia Reyes at a nice restaurant on a Thursday evening. This would very much appear to be a date to anyone who can see the two of them, but it isn't! There was no intention of this being a date. Nadia had invited both Ryan and Ethan out to celebrate. So what if Ethan wished it were a date? This is just a set of circumstances orchestrated by a wicked-but-well-meaning friend to put Ethan and Nadia alone together.
He is so lost in his own panicked thoughts that he doesn't even realize he is being addressed until Nadia reaches over and taps him on the arm. "Ethan?"
Ethan drops the menu and blinks at her with wide, owl-like eyes. "Oh, um, yes?"
"Do you know what you want?" Nadia tilts her head toward a man standing at the table in black slacks, a white dress shirt, a little black bow tie, and a black apron. The man holds a pad of paper staring expectantly at Ethan. The waiter, obviously there to take his order.
Shit.
"Oh, um," Ethan says and looks back at the menu. "You go first."
Nadia gives a strained chuckle. "I already did."
"Oh!" Ethan glances back at the menu he hasn't read a word of before he looks back to Nadia, then to the waiter. "I'll have the same." He thrusts the menu toward the waiter.
"Very well," the waiter says and makes a mark on his pad before taking Ethan's menu. The waiter walks away, leaving Ethan alone with Nadia once more.
"Are you okay?" Nadia asks, folding her hands and resting them on the table in front of her as she leans forward.
"I'm fine." Ethan forces a laugh as he reaches for his untouched water, noting that Nadia's glass is almost empty. He gulps the entire glass in one go and puts it back down. "Wow, I must have been thirsty."
"You seem kind of—I don't know—antsy," Nadia points out.
Ethan's heart clenches in his chest. He is being so obvious, and poor Nadia has no clue why. "No," Ethan rushes to dismiss her concern. "I'm fine. I'm just flustered. From being late, you know? Which I’m really sorry about. Things just got away--"
“You already apologized.” Nadia's shoulders relax a little as she smiles at him and that is enough to undo the knot that is trying to wrap itself around Ethan's heart. "I was beginning to think no one wanted to come to dinner tonight." She gives a little self-deprecating laugh.
"That's not the case at all," Ethan reassures her. "Ryan is just kind of caught up in this woman at the moment. He's a dick for blowing you off, I'm sorry."
"Oh?" Nadia's eyes go wide at that. "So Ryan is seeing someone? I thought he was acting more cagey than usual."
Ethan isn't sure how much Ryan has said (or would say) to anyone, but he figures it's the warlock's own fault for ditching him and Nadia. "Yeah. It's a weird long-distance thing."
"Distance means nothing nowadays," Nadia says with a small wave of her hand. Why is this woman always grinning and making Ethan's heart feel so large in his chest? "Travel is easier now more than ever. And with video calls, it's not like you can never see them."
Well, Skylar, the demon-woman in question, lives in a pocket dimension that makes it more difficult for Ryan to see her than Nadia can guess. Ethan is aware that phone calls are sketchy at best between the two realms. Still, he just nods along since he can't actually point any of that out.  
"He really likes her. I think he's can make it work." Ethan finds he is totally sincere. It's obvious to everyone (even if he was the last to figure it out) that Ryan has a thing for the winged demon.
Thankfully, the waiter comes back at that moment with a pitcher of water to refill their glasses. As he walks away, Nadia asks, "How did they meet?"
Ethan blinks in surprise. "How?"
"Yeah. If it's long distance how did Ryan meet her?" Nadia leans forward again, and Ethan has gone from dreading her attention to basking in it. But how can he possibly answer the question? Not honestly, that’s for sure.
"Uh." His mind races to think of an answer other than 'He summoned her with magic' to satisfy Nadia's curiosity. "Through a family friend?" That is a half-truth, at best since it was Ryan’s great-great-grandfather’s book on magic that gave him the ability to summon Skylar.
Ethan will have to give Ryan a heads-up about what he's telling Nadia this evening so Ryan can be prepared if she comes back with any questions.
Or does he?
Nah, Ryan can suffer Nadia's curiosity. Ethan decides it’s fair payback for setting them up like this. There is something about his tiny revenge that soothes his nerves.
Conversation flows a lot more naturally after he calms down. Nadia talks about her upcoming choreography gig over the salad course. Ethan talks about a request he got at the bookstore to find a rare book for a collector. His grandfather was well known for being able to hunt down any book request, and Ethan still struggles to live up to this expectation three years after he took over Much Loved Books.
The salad plates are cleared away and a pasta in a creamy white sauce is placed in front of Ethan. He picks up his fork and spoon to begin twirling the long strands of pasta around the tines of his fork as they continue chatting.
"I bet you'll find the book," Nadia says as she spins her fork in the creamy pasta. "I didn't really know anything about books when you hired me, but now I can confidently say I've gained an appreciation for them after working with you the past few years."
Ethan freezes, his fork partway to his mouth, as he looks across the table at Nadia. She is too busy trying to get her pasta on the fork to see the surprised look on his face. "Really?"
Nadia gives a soft laugh. "Yeah. It's impossible to work around you without your love of books rubbing off. I wasn't the worst student in school, but I think I've read more books in the last year than I did in all four years of high school." She glances up and Ethan can only hope he's schooled his expression to something more neutral and less . . . enamored.
"I thought you really liked books. You were borrowing the bestsellers every week and getting them back to the store by your next shift."
"I never disliked books," she is quick to explain. "I think I just found a renewed interest in them from listening to you talk about them so much."
Ethan blinks, touched. He loves sharing his passion for books with others. It's part of the reason he loves running the bookstore. "I had no idea," he mutters before filling his mouth with the forkful of pasta to keep from saying something more revealing than that.
The pasta is tender and the white sauce has a mild tang, but as he chews he finds something rubbery in his mouth. It takes all his self-control not to gag at the mouth feel. "Um, Nadia?" He brings his hand up to cover his mouth out of politeness, but also to keep from unceremoniously spitting the food out. "What did we order?"
Nadia just smiles around her own first taste of the dish. "It's the seafood pasta. Delicious"
The urge to gag comes back and Ethan's eyes water slightly. He isn't allergic, but he hates seafood. Ethan really wasn't paying attention when Nadia ordered or else he would have said anything but this. Despite every instinct screaming at him to spit it out, Ethan manages to swallow the mouthful of food. He gives an undignified cough as he chokes on the not-fully-chewed food.
"Are you okay?" Nadia puts her fork down and moves to stand up, concern laced in her voice.
"Yeah," Ethan manages to choke out as he reaches for his water. He chugs down half the glass to soothe his throat. "I'm fine. Just swallowed too fast."
Nadia pauses, her seat partially pushed out, as she watches him closely. "Is there something wrong with your food?"
Other than the fact that it has seafood in it? "No," Ethan shakes his head. "It's exactly what we ordered." He gives Nadia a reassuring smile through watery eyes, but she looks doubtful.
"If you say so." Nadia scoots her seat back in and reaches for her fork. "If you don't like it, we can order something else."
Guilt twists in Ethan's chest, pushing away the previous warmth that had settled there. "No," he insists, even though he knows that is what he really wants. He hates to waste food, though. And it isn't anyone's fault but his own for being flustered when he learned Ryan wasn’t coming to dinner after all.
In an effort to convince Nadia the food is fine, Ethan twirls more of the pasta around his fork (carefully avoiding any chunks of fishy protein in the dish) and pops it in his mouth. The pasta and the sauce are fine, but at this point Ethan imagines he can taste the taint of seafood in the dish. Still, he forces himself to chew and swallow it down. "See? I'm fine."
Nadia's lips purse into a pout, but she nods. "Okay. Anyway, where were we?"
Ethan shrugs, embarrassed that his visceral reaction to the food had shattered the moment they were sharing.
"I guess what I'm trying to say is thank you," Nadia says with a soft smile as she starts to twirl pasta around her fork once more. "I was worried I was going to have to give up dancing at the studio if I didn't find a good part-time job. Working at Much Loved Books has been a lot of fun and I'm going to miss working with you."
"You're already missed," Ethan says with his whole heart. "Feel free to drop by any time if you're not too busy dancing with the big shots." He punctuates his remark with jazz hands, accidentally knocking over his water glass. Thank goodness it’s still empty.
Nadia laughs as he fumbles to right the glass and the tension is broken. The rest of the meal passes in good cheer. Ethan feels guilty for leaving the bits of fish on his plate, but he doesn't think he can stomach even trying to eat them. He only hopes that Nadia doesn't notice before the waiter takes the plates away at the end of the meal.
"Can I interest you in dessert?" The waiter asks as he picks up Nadia's completely cleared bowl. She shoots Ethan a questioning glance.
As much as Ethan would love to spend more time with Nadia, he doesn't think he can stand to be in the restaurant any longer. The smell of fish feels like it's clinging to him, even if it's all in his head. "I think I'm too full for dessert," he says, hoping that's a good explanation for any food left on his plate.
Nadia smiles up at the waiter to tell him no, and Ethan is fascinated that anyone can see her smile and not fall in love with her. Shit, he curses to himself. His thoughts are getting carried away.
The water nods. "I'll bring your check around." He walks off and Ethan feels awkward with nothing to do with his hands. No food to eat. His water glass is empty. He can't even reach for his wallet to offer to pay since Nadia insists this is her treat.
"Thanks for dinner," Ethan says to fill the empty space. "I appreciate you offering to do this, but you really don't have to pay."
"But I want to," Nadia says with that 100-watt smile directed at Ethan once more. His heart flips in his chest. His stomach feels queasy and again and this time it’s not just from the seafood.
"Still, thank you. Sincerely," Ethan smiles back bashfully.
After Nadia pays, they get up to leave. Stepping out into the warm summer night, Ethan takes a deep breath of muggy city air. The day had been a hot one and despite the sun finally setting,  Ethan is still warm in his long sleeves.
Nadia holds up her car keys and jingles them. "Do you need a ride?"
Ethan bites his bottom lip as he considers her offer. He doesn't live far. It's an easy twenty-minute stroll, and he prefers to walk when he can. However, he can accept and get another five minutes of Nadia's time. Then his stomach churns at the thought of being close to Nadia in a confined space (or maybe it's the seafood?) and he finds himself shaking his head. "Thanks. I appreciate the offer."
"Okay," Nadia smiles, dropping her hand. "Will you text me when you get home safe?"
Ethan finds himself surprised once again. No one has ever asked him to do that except for his mom. "Okay," he says with a nod.
Then, without any warning to allow Ethan to prepare himself, Nadia closes the distance between them to throw her arms around him in a hug. He is stunned and feels his hands hovering at his sides for a moment of panic before slowly wrapping his arms around Nadia's waist to hug her back. The dancer feels so warm and solid. His head swims with the clean floral scent of her shampoo.
"Good night, Ethan," she says, her cheek pressed against his chest.
Too quickly the moment is over, and Nadia steps back to give Ethan another bright smile. Ethan finds himself blinking as if the sun has suddenly appeared in the middle of the night. "Yeah, you too," he murmurs. "Good night, Nadia."
She turns and, with a little wave, walks down the sidewalk and around the corner of the building toward a tiny parking lot attached to the restaurant.
Ethan stands and stares after her until she is out of sight. Only then does his brain decide to reboot and he is able to turn and begin walking home in the opposite direction. The warm night air would have been pleasant if Ethan had been dressed for it, but, as it is, he works up a light sweat under the cotton fabric of his shirt before he is halfway home.
The walk gives him time to reflect on the evening as a whole. He is mortified at nearly spitting out the seafood at the restaurant, but he gives himself a pat on the back for managing to finish the meal. A review of the conversation doesn't make him feel too embarrassed by anything he said, but he probably should ask Ryan how to field questions about Skylar in the future. Nadia's words about working with him bring a pleasant swirling warmth to his belly as he walks.
Nadia said his enthusiasm for reading inspired her and, upon reflection, he finds her own passion is equally as contagious. Ethan isn't a dancer himself, but the way she talks about it is always exciting and interesting. Just five minutes with her and Ethan feels like he could break into a dance himself. Nadia is like a human battery energizing everyone around her. And Ethan just spent an entire meal with her. How is he ever going to get to sleep tonight? He feels wide awake and wired, like he just downed an entire energy drink.
He is so distracted he nearly walks past his own building. Ethan laughs to himself as he turns around and goes up the narrow staircase by the closed bookstore that leads up to his apartment. He takes the steps two at a time and grins stupidly to himself as he hops the final steps to his welcome mat. Without much thought, Ethan takes out his keys and  opens the lock, hearing the deadbolt slide with a satisfying thunk.
The door swings open and Ethan steps inside while unbuttoning collar. He switches the lights on and turns toward the open space of the loft, wanting nothing more than a bottle of cold water. The door swings shut, and Ethan takes two steps before he freezes in place. It takes long than it should for his mind to process that something is very wrong.
His loft is a mess.  
The cushions have been pulled off his couch and tossed haphazardly around the room. His books—all his many, many books—are off their shelves and thrown on the floor. His desk, normally an organized mess, is completely cleared of all papers, now strewn across the living room. The cabinets in his kitchen are open and the drawers have been pulled out. Silverware and cookware are dumped on the floor. His plants have been tipped over and dirt is scattered everywhere.
Panic wells up in his chest. He runs up the stairs to his bedroom to find the same mess there. His mattress is tossed. His bedside lamp is on the floor, and the drawer of his nightstand is pulled out and emptied. His closet and bathroom doors are pulled open, and everything is in disarray. The cup with his toothbrush is sitting in the sink and the contents of his medicine cabinet are dumped on the tiles.
"Shit," Ethan curses and turns to look over the safety railing at the whole of his apartment. The place is a wreck, but he's confident the culprits are long gone. There are very few places to hide, and he can see them all from this vantage point. How close was he to walking in on the culprits?
His hands shake as he reaches to pull his phone from his pocket. He needs to call the police, right? That's what a person does when they are robbed. He starts to dial emergency services and pauses.
Was he robbed?
Ethan walks back downstairs and looks around the room. His computer and expensive electronics are all exactly where he left them. In fact, of everything in the apartment, it seems like those items have been left suspiciously untouched.  
Despite the disaster zone, it doesn't look like anything is missing. On top of it all, the door was locked when he got home. There is no evidence that anyone broke in, just the whirlwind of chaos that remains.
Ice settles in his veins as a new theory takes shape in his mind. There are people who can get through locked doors and have no interest in his expensive electronics. Dangerous people. But why would they come here? It doesn't make any sense.
Or does it?
Ethan shakes his head and looks at his phone still in his hand. He opens his contacts and dials the one person who may have answers. The phone rings and rings until the voicemail picks up.  
Ethan growls in frustration and hangs up to redial right away. Once again, the phone rings until it goes to voicemail. He is quite certain the man is awake. It isn't even that late!  
Again, Ethan hangs up and dials again. This time the line is answered.
"Hey, Ethan," comes a honey-sweet voice that Ethan is surprised to hear. Then there is a sharp gasp. "Your timing sucks," Skylar purrs into the phone.  
Ethan feels a heat rush through him when he realizes why she sounds out of breath. "I need to talk to Ryan."
"I'm afraid Ryan's mouth is, ah, ah, otherwise occupied." Skylar moans.
Ethan's mind immediately fills in the blanks on that statement, and he is not comfortable with the way his body reacts to that image. "I hate to interrupt, but it’s important."
"Ryan said you might be mad." Skylar manages to string the words together before gasping again. "Something about making you go on a date with someone called Nadia?"
"That's not why I'm calling!" Ethan's voice rises in frustration at both his destroyed loft and verification that Ryan had manipulated the dinner with Nadia. "My home was ransacked behind a locked door! Now, will you fucking put Ryan on the phone? Or should I call the police?"
The sound of muffled voices comes through the line. He hears Ryan's deep voice in the background before there is the sound of fumbling. "Ethan, are you okay?" Ryan sounds properly concerned at least.
"Other than the fact that I nearly choked on seafood and died of mortification, I'm fine," Ethan sighs. "But I do think warlocks, or someone associated with them, have been through my home. Everything is a mess, but as far as I can tell nothing is missing. All the expensive stuff is here, but almost everything else is on the floor."
"Fuck," Ryan curses. "Call Justin. Tell him to come get me and Skylar at my place."
Ethan's mind blanks for a moment. Skylar is coming to his apartment? He's never had a demon in his loft before, and the place is a wreck. He's so embarrassed. "Okay. What should I do in the meantime?"
"You know that gas station around the corner from your place?" Ryan grunts and it sounds like he's moving around his apartment. "Go wait there. I don't know if it's safe to stay in your place right now."
Fear spikes through Ethan again. The apartment feels empty, but what if he's wrong? There isn't anything he can do against warlocks or demons since he can't do magic at all. "Okay. I'll call Justin and wait for you both there."
Before he can hang up, Ryan clears his throat. "I'm sorry. I feel like this is my fault." Guilt is heavy in his voice.
"It's okay," Ethan says sincerely. "You aren't the one who broke in and ransacked my place."
Ryan gives a heavy sigh. "I'll see you soon."
Ethan hangs up and looks around one more time. It is a mess, but it's just stuff. He hopes he is making a big deal out of nothing, but he can't take any more chances with his safety. He slips out of the apartment, locking the door behind him for all the good it does.
As he walks to the gas station, Ethan calls Justin and tells him the bare minimum: his apartment has been tossed, and Ryan and Skylar need a ride. How Skylar's wings are going to fit in Justin's four-door sedan is beyond him, but that is not his problem to solve right now. The fumes of gas are heavy in the air as he gets off the phone with Justin. He goes into the convenience store, which is well lit and occupied.
It's nearly thirty minutes later when Justin finally pulls up. Ethan has bought himself a bottle of water and is standing at a counter by the window so he can't be accused of loitering. As the car comes to a stop, Ethan can see there are already four figures inside. The car barely rolls to a stop before Ryan is climbing out of the passenger side door.  
Ethan steps outside to greet him.
"Hey, sorry you had to wait," Ryan says. The warlock is dressed in a loose-fitting black T-shirt and navy-blue sweatpants.
Ethan shakes his head. "It’s fine. You got here as fast as you could."
"Kris was with Justin and insisted on coming, too," Ryan explains. "Justin is going to drive them over to your store and we'll get them inside as fast as possible."
"Oh."  
Justin's car is already pulling away and circling back around. It would be hard to explain a gorgeous woman with wings and a handsome man with horns this far before Halloween.
Ethan and Ryan make their way back to his building as Justin pulls up to the curb. Ethan darts up the stairwell to unlock the door as Ryan stands at the bottom of the steps to usher the demons inside. By the time Ethan has the door open, the demons are coming up the steps behind him. He steps inside, holding the door open for them.  
First is Kris, with his horns curving up out of his brown, curly hair. "Are you okay?"
"Physically, I'm fine. I'm just kind of rattled." Ethan tries to give him a reassuring smile.
The two demons slip inside, Skylar hugging her black wings close to her body to fit through the doorway. Ryan comes up the steps quickly after them, letting him know Justin is coming as soon as he finds a place to park. Ethan steps in, leaving the door unlocked for Justin.
He'd left the lights on in his rush to get to the gas station. Skylar gasps, her hands flying to her mouth as she looks around the space with wide, brown eyes. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail that leaves a waterfall of dark blue hair down her back. "Holy shit," she says as her wings shudder. "I'm so sorry, Ethan. If I'd known I wouldn't have given you such a hard time on the phone."
"You couldn't have known," Ethan reassures her.
"No," Ryan agrees as he carefully steps among the fallen books and strewn cushions. "It's my fault."
"We don't know that," Ethan refutes his claim.
Ryan turns to look at Ethan. His blue eyes are sharp and his features are drawn. "I think we both know the reason why anyone would be going through your stuff."
"And I think we know who," comes Justin's voice as he opens the door, startling Ethan. "Sorry," he says sheepishly. "We talked about it on the way over."
Ethan is baffled. "How could you have come to any conclusions without even seeing the space?"
"There's only one person who would be interested in anything any of us has," Justin counters.
"Dahlia Jones," Ryan finishes, his voice dark.  
Images of the woman come to Ethan's mind. A wild-eyed blonde woman in her early forties wearing a peach blouse she slings spells at demons and warlocks alike.
Silence settles over the group as they look at one another. Ethan has to admit that no one else comes to mind. After all, they invaded his home and not the shop.  
If it is Dahlia Jones, this is definitely because of Ryan.






  
  2
Sweat It Out

Nadia


As the upbeat music stops, Nadia hits the final mark with a pose. She pants lightly, staring at herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror that fills the wall of the dance studio. Her light gray joggers are loose enough to move in and one strap of her baggy yellow tank top has slipped off one shoulder to give a peek of her buttery yellow sports bra underneath. A thin sheen of sweat makes her brow glisten as she lets the pose drop. 
She jogs over to the wireless speakers to hit stop on her phone before the song can start again. Her giant water bottle sits next to the set-up and she grabs it to take a long drink.  
Nadia's first class isn't for another couple of hours, and she knows better than to push herself so hard first thing in the morning. She's in early to work off some pent-up nervous energy after being up half the night waiting for Ethan to text her but the man never did. Sometimes he really does live up to the forgetful professor persona that he embodies.
Pacing to the back of the studio, she sits against the wall beneath the dance bar that lines the wall opposite the mirror and starts swiping through her phone. She has at least thirty minutes before the owner of Creative Pulse comes in to start preparing for the first set of classes. There is still a lack of texts from a certain someone.
She sighs, feeling burdened by being the one who always has to reach out. Sure, she has the most hectic schedule, but still. There is a little voice in the back of her head telling her it's too soon to text Ethan if she doesn't want to seem desperate.
Last night wasn't even a proper date or anything. Nadia had sincerely asked both Ethan and Ryan out to celebrate getting a full-time position at Creative Pulse. So what if she was a little excited when Ryan canceled at the last second? So what if Ethan walked in looking like a whole meal and dessert? She doesn't have any right to expect anything more than the friendship he's given her.
Sometimes she worries that she reads too much into the things Ethan says or does. She has admired him since her first shift at Much Loved Books. He sat down on the floor in the kid's section to go through a large pile of books with a kid not even old enough to read yet and helped him pick his first one. Between Ethan being supportive of her dance career and giving her a flexible schedule and Ryan helping her build her online presence, she had truly wanted to thank them both with the dinner. Despite how much time Ryan spends treating the bookstore like his home office, Nadia is just closer to Ethan.  
Or she thought so.
She finds herself staring at the group text she made with the two friends when she invited them to dinner. Should she send a message to the group? Or should she text Ethan privately?
Sighing, she takes another swig from her water bottle before pushing herself back to her feet. She closes the chat screen and pulls up her music again to restart the song.
She is in the middle of the routine for a third time when Colby walks into the studio. They stop by the dance bar and wait for Nadia to strike the final pose before applauding. "The new routine is looking sharp," they comment and stride across the floor to greet Nadia. "I was surprised to see the lights on in the studio when I came in." Their long deep purple hair is pulled back in a high ponytail. They are wearing black leggings and a black cropped sweatshirt with the name of the studio printed on the front.
"Had some thoughts to sweat out," Nadia says with a smile, stopping the music. It's their code to one another when they need to dance to work out the messes in their head from time to time.
"Need to talk?" Colby offers as they rest their hands on their slender hips. In the years Nadia has been training at Creative Pulse, they've definitely become close, but saying her most secret feelings aloud feels too much like admitting they are real.
"I'm just getting in my own head. It's silly." She shakes her head dismissively and tries to laugh it off. She turns to stop the music and grabs her water bottle.
Colby huffs a sigh and trails after her. "It's not silly if you're here sweating bullets this early in the morning. Tell me now, or I'm not going to give you any room to breathe all day today."
Nadia takes a long drink and holds the water in her mouth for just a moment longer to give herself extra time to sort her thoughts. She swallows and turns to face Colby again. "I was just thinking about texting this guy or not."
Colby's eyebrows shoot up. "Oh, a guy? Is it that bookstore owner you worked with? Or that tech guy? I thought you said you were going to dinner with them last night."
"Maybe," Nadia shies away. "One of them actually didn't show up."
"So, did you want to text the one who didn't show? Or the one who did?" Colby wiggles their expertly sculpted eyebrows. They pull their dance bag off the shoulder it is slung across and kneel by the speakers to pull out their water bottle and phone.
"I asked Ethan to text me when he got home," Nadia shrugs. "He didn't, but he's probably fine, right? It's too much if I text him to ask."
"Aw," Colby teases, glancing up from their phone to make eye contact with Nadia. "Why didn't you offer him a ride home?" Their warm-up playlist starts when they connect to the speaker.
"I did," Nadia huffs. "He refused. The man walks everywhere he can." Which is actually one of the things Nadia finds charming about him.
Colby hums as they stand up to their full height, making them almost as tall as Ethan. They shuffle to the center of the room to start stretching. "I'm sure he's fine. Men don't understand the concept of a safety text. He might appreciate you texting him. Or he may feel bad for forgetting to text you. Who knows?"
Nadia frowns at that thought. She doesn't want to guilt Ethan for not texting her.
Colby pulls her out of her thought spiral with their next question. "Are you going to the bookstore today?"
"No," Nadia shakes her head. "I don't work there anymore. It’d be weird if I keep just showing up."
"Maybe you can text him tomorrow. I'm sure you can come up with an excuse." Colby stops stretching to reach over and pat Nadia on the back. "Are you going to sit in on the morning cardio class?"
Nadia shakes her head again. "No, I think I'm going to go for a walk to cool down and get some breakfast. I'll be back before my hip-hop class."
"Okay." Colby gives her an encouraging smile. "You know you can talk to me about anything, right? Even if it involves dumb men."
Nadia laughs, feeling lighter already. "Yes, thank you."
Colby shoots her a wink as the first of the students start to show up for their class. Most of them are college students looking for a fun workout before class. There are a few older students who Nadia likes because they don't feel embarrassed to be getting down with the younger dancers.
"Have a good class." Nadia ducks down to grab her dance bag and heads out of the studio, through the lobby, and onto the street. The sun is already climbing high in the sky and today promises to be another hot one.

      [image: ]Despite her claims that she isn't going to hang around at the bookstore unnecessarily, Nadia finds herself stepping into the air-conditioned Much Loved Books the very next afternoon. She just happens to have Saturday morning off because too many of her students are out of town, which makes holding class not worthwhile. Her next class isn't scheduled until after lunch.
The heatwave is still in full effect and her tiny apartment does not have it's own AC unit. So why wouldn't she go somewhere she knows will be comfortable? Besides, she wasn't lying when she said she gained a new appreciation for books from Ethan. Now that she's not working at the bookstore anymore, she's going to have to make an effort to come in and buy books rather than just borrowing them. Sure, there's libraries, but Ethan knows her tastes better than a random librarian.
The store is busy, and she doesn't spot the owner right away. Dillon, the high school part-timer, is ringing up a line of customers, so she doesn't bother him. Nadia walks directly to the new releases display and starts skimming over the books that have come out since she stocked the shelf for the last time over a week ago. There are a few romance titles and a mystery novel that have appeared since then. She picks them up one by one to read the blurb on the back, but none of them catches her interest. Maybe Ethan can make a recommendation of something he enjoys. Even if his personal favorite books seem to vary between books on plants to fantasy novels, he's never given her a bad suggestion.
She isn't sure how long she's been standing there staring at the back of the mystery novel when a cheerful greeting pulls her out of her head. "Oh, hey, Nadia," Ethan says brightly from right beside her.  
Completely lost in her thoughts, Nadia startles when the tall man speaks. It’s as if she was thinking of him hard enough to summon him and he suddenly appeared, wearing his usual khaki slacks with a short-sleeved burgundy button-up in deference to the weather.  
His eyes go wide behind his glasses. "Oh, sorry if I surprised you."
Nadia chuckles, putting the book back on the shelf. "It's fine. I just didn't see you coming." She smiles at him and notices the other customers around them. "I can get out of the way." She backs up, adjusting the strap of her dance bag over one shoulder and straightening her floral tank top. Someone immediately takes her place at the shelf to reach for a book.
"You're not in the way," Ethan reassures her as he follows her out of the aisle and toward a table of summer workbooks. "It's a pleasant surprise to see you."
Heat rushes to Nadia's cheeks despite the cool air in the bookstore. "It's way too hot in my apartment," she says with a shrug. "So, um, I guess you got home safe the other night."
Ethan's brow furrows for a moment in confusion. "Oh, shit, Nadia," he gasps. "I'm so sorry I forgot to text you."
Nadia smiles and tries to wave off the apology. "It's okay."
"No," Ethan shakes his head, adamant. "I should have, but I got home and things were, um, not as I left them."
"What do you mean?" Nadia turns to face Ethan, her hip resting on the edge of the table.
Ethan takes a deep breath as if trying to pick his words carefully. Nadia waits, concern twisting in her chest at the man's somber face. She much prefers it when Ethan is smiling and his dimples make an appearance.
"My place was broken into that night," Ethan finally says as his shoulders slump.
Now Nadia finds herself gasping. "Oh, no, that's terrible!" Her hand comes up to rest on Ethan's shoulder in an instinctive need to comfort him. "No wonder you forgot to text. Did they steal anything important? What did the police say?"
She feels Ethan's shoulder stiffen under her touch, but she doesn't pull her hand away. "Nothing was taken," he says slowly. "It looks more like vandalism: just someone tearing everything apart. Whoever it was, they were gone by the time I got home."
"That's still really scary." Nadia gives Ethan's shoulder a gentle squeeze and feels the firm warmth beneath her palm begin to relax. "Did you have some place to stay that night?"
Ethan nods, pushing up his glasses that have slipped down the bridge of his nose. "I went and crashed at Justin's. His roommate was out of town again."
Nadia has met Justin in passing a few times. A handsome younger guy who seems to be friends with Ethan and Ryan and who constantly carries around a camera bag. "Are you okay? Do you think the vandal is likely to come back?"
"I don't know," Ethan admits. "I'm getting some security put in place, so hopefully that will help. It's just going to take a few days for it to be installed."
Nadia frowns and struggles to push away the niggling voice that Ethan hadn't even thought to tell her when it happened. This isn't about her. "Okay, well, let me know if there's something I can do to help. Even if it's clean-up duty, I'm pretty good at organizing stuff." She tries to give Ethan an encouraging smile and finds him returning it with a tentative grin. It's not enough for the dimple to appear, but it's something.
"I appreciate it, Nadia. I promise, I'll be fine." He reaches up and pats her hand, which still grips his shoulder.
Embarrassed, Nadia drops her hand and takes a small step back to give him space. "Okay. Well, you've got my number if that changes," she says. "Do you want to join me for lunch?"
"I'd love to, but we're really slammed today." Ethan gestures toward the packed bookstore. "I lost one of my best booksellers recently and I haven't had time to replace her yet."
Nadia laughs. "I'm sorry to hear it."
"Don't be," Ethan says with a warm smile. "She's going to do amazing things."
Her heart stutters and Nadia finds herself beaming up at the handsome man. "Thank you. And good luck with the crowd. I'll talk to you later?"
"Later," he says like a promise before turning to help a customer not-so-patiently waiting to get his attention.
Rather than disrupt his business any further, Nadia slips out and heads around the corner toward a quaint little sandwich shop she knows Ethan frequents. She may as as well eat before her class that afternoon.

      [image: ]By the time Nadia marches into the dance studio, she's already sweating from the heat of the day. She much prefers to sweat from dancing rather than just existing. The receptionist--Connie--isn't at the front desk when Nadia comes in, since Colby insists on people getting a regular lunch break, but she should be back soon. Nadia walks past the lobby, through the dance studio, and toward the locker room for employees. She needs to change into her dance clothes and drink some water before warming up.
As soon as Nadia is comes out of the locker room in a pair of baggy shorts and a loose-fitting T-shirt, Colby walks in from the lobby. They have a paper takeout bag from the poke place down the street. "So," they say in lieu of a real greeting, "did you run into your guy today?"
Nadia sighs, not surprised that the dance instructor would be keen to pick up that conversation. "Yes, actually, I did."
Colby smirks, leaning against the dance bar and watching Nadia as she connects her phone to the speakers to set up her class playlist. "And how did it go, Ms. I'm-Not-Going-To-Hang-Out-At-The-Bookstore?"
"It didn't go badly," Nadia admits as she cues up the tracks, puts her phone on "do not disturb", and sets it on the speaker. She stands to face Colby across the room. "Turns out his place was broken into the other night. So it makes sense that he didn't text me right away."
"Wow, that sucks." Colby glides across the room like the professional dancer they are and pats Nadia on the back. "That is totally fair. I guess it saved you the trouble of rushing over there to save him."
Nadia rolls her eyes. "I don't think he would even have thought to tell me about it if I hadn't run into him at the bookstore today."
Colby narrows their eyes at her. "It's hardly running into someone when you're at their place of business. Besides! You may shine bright as the sun, Nadia, but you certainly aren't the center of everyone's universe."
Shrugging Colby off, Nadia laughs. "Yeah, yeah. I know. I just wish I registered in his periphery."
"Give it time. Maybe you will?" Colby starts walking back toward the locker room. "Just continue being the charming person that you are, and I'm sure he'll come around eventually."
"Thanks, Colby," Nadia calls after them. She really does appreciate their support, even if it's a bit snarky.
"No problem," Colby calls over their shoulder before disappearing into the next room to eat their lunch.  
Already Nadia feels lighter and ready to focus on her students. There is nothing like sharing her love of dance with others. Especially the younger people in her jazz for kids class. To watch them develop and share her passion is a reward beyond the paycheck she gets from Colby at the end of each week.  
The burn of her muscles and the drops of sweat from her brow as she dances help clear the worries of the day, at least until that evening. There is always time to worry again tomorrow.

      [image: ]Sunday is Colby’s day off and Nadia has an early class. It is a low-impact cardio class for the over-forty crowd, but it's still a lot of fun. She drives over early and jogs to her favorite café. The class is just early enough that she needs a regular caffeine pick-me-up to make sure she gets through the morning.
With her dance bag over one shoulder, she lines up in the short queue at the café. She wears shorts and a tank top, so the cool AC makes goosebumps appear over her bare arms and legs. Her sneakers squeak on the tiled café floor as she shifts her weight and considers the menu of baked goods.
In the end she orders just a small coffee and slice of toast with peanut butter to start her day. Then she shuffles over to mill around the pick-up counter while she waits for her order. Nadia pulls out her phone to check the time. There's a single text message alert.

Colby

Good luck with classes today.

Nadia

Why are you bothering me on your day off? Don't you trust me?

Colby

Whatever. Rude.

See you tomorrow.



Nadia chuckles at the exchange before deciding to scroll through her social media. Ryan has given her a lot of good tips about increasing her engagement, and her dance pages have been getting a lot of attention, which could lead to more gigs and more students..
"Order for Nadia on the bar!"
Startled by the barista's booming voice, Nadia turns quickly to take her breakfast. Unfortunately, she isn't paying attention to her surroundings and her bag collides with something solid that makes a "humph!" sound. Glancing over her shoulder, Nadia finds that she's managed to clearly deck a guy who is standing at the drink bar putting cinnamon into a beverage and is suddenly wearing most of it on his nice dress shirt and face. There's even some of the brown spice in his neatly styled black hair.
"Oh shit, I'm sorry." Nadia drops her bag between her feet before she can do any more damage. "Are you okay?"
The man's eyes are squeezed shut and he's frozen stiff as if holding his breath, probably to avoid inhaling any of the seasoning. Nadia grabs a napkin off and starts trying to brush the fine powder off the man's shirt. He is dressed entirely too nicely for so early in the morning, but, then again, it is Sunday. He is dressed in black slacks and may be coming or going from church. Or fresh off the cover of a fashion magazine. Now that she's this close, Nadia can tell these clothes are expensive. Maybe even designer?
Slowly the stranger lets his breath out and a fine dust of cinnamon puffs into the air. "Do you think you could be a little more careful?" he complains, and immediately Nadia feels embarrassment spiking in her chest.
"I could. I'm really sorry," she finds herself saying again.
The man snipes back. "If you're sorry, could you stop assaulting my wardrobe long enough to hand me a napkin?"
Nadia frowns, but it is entirely her fault the guy now smells like a Christmas cookie in July. She reaches for a clean napkin and presses it into one of the guy's hands. "Here you go," she says, biting back her own temper at the man's rudeness. She is at fault, but it was an accident and he doesn't have to take his frustration out on her.
Carefully, the man begins wiping the powder from his face. Nadia takes a moment to glance over at the barista who is watching them expectantly, waiting for Nadia to collect her order. She holds up a finger to let them know it's going to be just a minute. When she looks back at the stranger, he is slowly opening his eyes.
"Are you okay?" Nadia asks, perhaps a little frantic now between the disruption and the barista's impatient glare. "Do you need to go to the hospital or something? Did it get in your eyes?"
The man grimaces and opens his mouth to respond as he turns his squinted gaze on Nadia. Then he pauses, as his dark brown eyes take her in. In an attempt to lessen his anger, Nadia gives him her best sincere and apologetic smile. "Um, no," the man finally says. "I think I'm okay."
"Great!" Nadia beams at him, positive that a smile is a sure-fire way to make anyone feel better. "I'm glad. Really, I'm sorry. I didn't realize my bag was sticking out that far."
The man clears his throat and continues to wipe the cinnamon from the rest of his face. He is younger than Nadia first guessed and now she thinks they are probably close in age.
"Other than looking like I blew a gingerbread man in the middle of summer, I think there's no actual harm," he grumbles, but his lips turn up in a tiny smirk.
Nadia laughs and reaches forward to try and brush more of the mess from the man's shirt. "Well, hopefully it'll be a funny story for the rest of the day."
"I'm sure it will be," he says slowly. "Might confuse my colleagues though. I'm generally not a funny guy."
"That gingerbread man thing is funny," she encourages him. Unfortunately, it looks like the napkin is just pressing the cinnamon into the fabric of his shirt rather than brushing it off. "Look, if it turns out your shirt needs some sort of special cleaning, maybe you should let me know?"
The man has managed to get most of the cinnamon off his face and is looking down at his ruined shirt. "How might I do that?"
Nadia blinks up at him in surprise. "Oh, right. I don't really have a business card or anything. Maybe I should."
Having cleaned his face, the mans starts gathering up the used napkins. "It's fine. I'm sure it won't need anything special." He shoves the napkins into the garbage bin.
"Okay," Nadia says with a nod. "Well, I hope the rest of your day goes better than it started." She offers the man another smile. "I should go get my order." She picks up her dance bag and carefully turns to get her coffee and (likely cold) toast.
"What's your name?" the man asks from behind Nadia.
She shoots him a look over her shoulder with a friendly grin. "I'm Nadia."
The man smiles back and immediately looks a hundred times friendlier than he had when he was scowling. "I wish I could say it was nice to meet you, but maybe I'll see you around."
"Maybe." Nadia doesn't drink a lot of coffee, but this is the closest place to the dance studio when she needs a caffeine fix.
The man has picked up his cup and recapped it, probably with a lot more cinnamon than he intended to put into it. He raises his drink toward Nadia and turns for the door.
"What's your name?" Nadia calls after him.
"Oh," the man gives her a grin over his shoulder. "I'm Alexander. I hope you have a better day, too, Nadia." And with that, he is out the door.
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Wards & Words

Ethan


"Thank you again for helping me with this," Ethan says as Ryan completes the ritual. A large piece of butcher paper with a spell circle sloppily drawn in the center is spread out on Ethan's kitchen island. Inside the circle are four hematite stones, each of which can easily fit in the palm of Ethan's hand. While Ryan is enchanting them to ward Ethan's apartment against intruders, Justin is installing tiny triangle shelves for the stones to rest on in the four farthest corners of Ethan's studio. 
Ryan doesn't even look up as he waves a small enchanted gemstone as a magic focus over the stones. He only started using it as a wand recently when Skylar pointed out it could help him focus his magic more directly. "Don't thank me. I feel shortsighted for not doing this before they broke in," he grumbles. "If they couldn't get to me, of course they would try to go after you or Justin."
"And I already warded my place," Justin calls down from Ethan's bedroom.
Ethan lets out a heavy sigh. "Still, thank you. I would have done it myself if I could."
Once again his inability to do magic feels like it is being shoved in his face. Neither Ryan nor Justin ever does anything to make Ethan feel inferior for being a "dud." He knows this grand failing is all in his own head. Still it feels like he's a burden on his friends because he can't do the simplest of spells.
Ryan's eyes narrow as he looks across the counter at him. "You know Justin and I are happy to help you with this, right?"
Maybe Ethan sounded too self-pitying. He forces a smile and nods. "I know. And I really do appreciate it. Justin's roommate is going to be home tomorrow and I really want to be back in my own bed." It is really great that he's had a place to crash while his home was not warded, but Ethan is ready to be home. He needs his own space and his plants to properly recharge. It's only been a few days, and he feels so tightly wound.
Ryan seems satisfied with Ethan's reply when he gives a nod. He picks up the four stones and calls up to the loft. "Are the shelves in place?"
Justin appears on the landing at the top of the stairs. "We're good to go."
"Thank you," Ethan finds himself saying again up to Justin. He'd insisted that Ethan let him do the shelves on his own. Sometimes Ethan doesn't know his own strength, and he doesn't need any extra holes in his walls.
"No sweat," Justin says with a smile.
Corner by corner, Ryan goes through the house and places a stone on each shelf. The shelves are at about hip height. They'd debated placing them higher, but Ethan wants to be able to see them as reassurance. He has no magical means of checking that the ward is in place.
"I've set the stones so that they will allow you, myself, Justin, and your grandfather in without an invitation," Ryan says as he walks. "If that needs to change in the future, let me or Justin know and we can re-enchant them."
Ethan rubs the back of his neck. When his grandfather retired he left the store and the loft to Ethan and moved to warmer climes. It's nice of Ryan to consider him, nonetheless. His grandfather had raised Ethan since he was sixteen and is the only family Ethan has left at this point. "That should be fine," Ethan agrees. Sometimes being single and a bit of a hermit has its advantages.
Once the warding stones are in place, Ryan steps back from the shelf in the corner of Ethan's bedroom to examine his work. The ward is invisible, but Ethan imagines Ryan can feel the spell as it locks into place. Maybe it feels like walls closing in around them. Or a drawbridge being pulled shut. For all he knows, it feels like being covered in marshmallow fluff. Ethan really has no clue what it feels like to interact with magic.
"We're good to go," Ryan announces.  
Justin gives a small whoop of excitement from the other side of the bed.
Ethan lingers in the open doorway to his bathroom to give the warlocks space to walk around the bed that takes up most of the room to head back downstairs. "Great. I feel better already knowing this is in place. So, pizza anyone?" It feels like the least he can do for the time and effort both Justin and Ryan put into warding his place.
"Pizza!" Justin agrees enthusiastically. "Can we also get garlic bread?"
Ethan smiles at the earnest request. "Of course."
"You don't have to do this," Ryan says as he follows Justin down the steps.
"I know I don't have to, but I want to," Ethan insists while trailing after them. "Besides, I enjoy both of your company. Why wouldn't I spring for dinner just to make sure we get to hang out longer?"
Ryan smirks. "You sure you don't want to call and invite anyone else over?"
Ethan rolls his eyes. "I don't know what you're talking about," he lies as he turns to follow Justin downstairs.
"With everything that happened, I never asked how dinner with Nadia went," Ryan's voice follows him.
"About as well as could be expected." Ethan shrugs, hitting the landing. He's already pulling his phone out of his pocket to order the pizza. "Nadia was charming and I was a disaster. I let her choose what we had for dinner, and she picked seafood pasta."
"You hate seafood," Ryan points out, coming up beside him.
Ethan glances at him. "Yeah, well, I didn't know she’d chosen seafood, and after I saw what she’d ordered, I didn’t want her to feel bad since I hadn't said anything."
Ryan shakes his head. "You're ridiculous."
Justin is standing in Ethan's kitchen where he knows the takeout menus are kept since he helped Ethan put everything away after his place was turned upside down. He shuffles through the drawer until he finds the right menu and pulls it out. "Pizza!" He bounds back to the living room and plops down on the couch.
"You better put a limit on him," Ryan laughs as he watches Justin's antics. "Or he's likely to order one of everything."
Ethan chuckles at the exaggeration. "He's a growing boy, he needs to eat," he teases.
Ryan scoffs. "He's twenty-seven and the only thing he's growing right now are those muscles. Soon he's going to be able to wrestle demons for sport."
"There may be at least one demon who would like that," Ethan says under his breath, but Ryan catches it and laughs.
They join Justin on the couch and look over the menu. The rest of the night goes smoothly as they sit around and chat about decidedly non-magic, normal stuff. When both of his warlock friends go home with full bellies and smiles on their faces, Ethan feels safe and secure in his newly warded home. He breathes a sigh of relief before heading upstairs to enjoy the comforts of his own bed.

      [image: ]Thursday morning, Ethan leaves the bookstore in the hands of his most senior bookseller, Sydney, and finds himself walking up to the front doors of the estate that belongs to the Order of the Knowing Well. He is

      [image: ]
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