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			Chapter 1

			The house was quiet. No sounds of drunken college student neighbors stumbling around the halls or into the door. A gentle hum came from the refrigerator, not a single death rattle to break up its properly functioning state. The air conditioner kicked on by itself, adding another soft noise to the quiet space. Air circulated the living room, fresh and cool. No stale air or must, and absolutely no fish smells or the reek of someone else’s dinner. It was perfect and clean, with plenty of space to live, and a quiet street outside. The house was a proper adult home, exactly what a professor should live in.

			Wesley St. James hated it.

			The lack of noise was jarring after living so long in student housing, and, before that, in an array of foster homes that were always too packed and too loud. Even the house he’d spent his happiest years in with Maddy had always been filled with the smell of spices from his foster mom’s Cajun cooking and loud music from the iPod and speaker set she always kept in the kitchen. 

			His house was also mostly empty. He had moved his stuff in, but after years and years of trying to shove too much into too small a space, now that he had the space to spread out, it looked like he owned almost nothing. It didn’t help that all the plants that had always filled his apartment were gone. Not that Wes had any sort of green thumb, he definitely didn’t, but green things had been a constant in his life until that point. 

			But plants and green things were his sister Bridget’s domain, and for the first time since they were teenagers, they didn’t live together. Sure, she had spent the last few years living with her boyfriend, now husband, but she still kept her room at their apartment. They had dedicated hang-out nights where they would order in, drink too much, and watch bad tv with their friend Lily. Brie and her new husband Ezra were off on their honeymoon for a few weeks and Wes was alone in his new faculty housing—with no plants, no roommate, and more books and rocks than clothing. 

			Wes never planned to stay in New Britain. Not that there had ever been a plan for his life. He had liked rocks and minerals before Maddy taught him all about their magical properties and importance in Pagan rituals. Rocks made sense; rocks endured for millennia. In thirty years, few things in his life had endured. His parents were killed when he was young, too young to really remember them. Foster home after foster home was taken from him, mostly because they simply started running out of space or he was too much trouble. Then Maddy died. She had been his guiding light, a stalwart rock in a sea of shit. That small woman with a big heart saw something in the surly teenager she took into her home and made him fall in love with her. Maddy had been his mother. It just took them some time to finally meet. 

			And now Brie was gone. 

			A honeymoon isn’t gone, gone, asshole. She’ll be back soon and ready to annoy you with all her stories about sex in exotic locations. 

			He flopped down on the couch, the same one from their old apartment. It was more than a little worse for wear, but Wes couldn’t bring himself to throw it out. There was history in those cushions, told in every stain and bad patch job. 

			Wes was moody, and being a generally depressing mess for no reason. It wasn’t like his sister had left him for good. And a new place was nothing to mope over, especially since it wasn’t a shitty apartment. This was an adult home, an actual house that was all his. Next week, he would start teaching classes as a real college professor. Well, adjunct professor, but still a professor. And he wouldn’t have to deal with just gen-ed classes and bored undergrads. He would get graduate students too. People who actually cared and wanted to learn about geology. Then there was also the geology lab, which he had full access to, to do whatever he wanted. Within reason, mostly. 

			He also had Apollo. 

			Well, mostly had Apollo. 

			Wes had been seeing the incubus since they met when Brie started working at Spirit Antiques, the place her husband owned, three years previous. It had been super casual for the first year or so. They would plan to go out and end up just having sex before they had a chance to go anywhere. By the second year, they did start going on actual dates, but then, again, they would end up back at Apollo’s penthouse and stay there the rest of the night. The past year had been a little different, more relationship-like in a way. But that was all still unclear. They did things as a couple and presented to others as a couple. 

			But Wes didn’t feel like part of a couple. 

			Instead, he felt like he was still a booty call. Or like a boyfriend for hire. There when Apollo wanted attention or sex, or he needed somebody on his arm for an event. Wes knew they were not exclusive. He and Apollo had discussed it before, and neither were willing to commit to monogamy.

			Well, that wasn’t true, exactly. Apollo made it clear he wasn’t willing to commit to monogamy. He was an incubus after all, and therefore relied on sex to sustain himself. Wes was perfectly fine with monogamy. Preferred it, actually. But he was willing to compromise for Apollo if that was what he needed and made him happy. While he wasn’t thrilled with the arrangement, he dealt with it.

			Wes placed the palms of his hands over his eyes and tried to empty his head. He didn’t want to think about Apollo, or being alone, or how much he couldn’t stand his new place. What he needed was a serious distraction. Not that there was much to help in that case. Without Brie around, he didn’t have much of a social life. There was Lily—the two of them had become tight over the years, especially after they were part of the rescue squad to save his sister from a totally crazy warlock together.

			It was still daytime, so Lily would probably be in her garden, rather than hanging out with her own partner, a vampire named Albert. He was a total dick most of the time, but Wes didn’t have any issues with the vamp. 

			Maybe they’ll let me crash in one of their guest bedrooms for a night. 

			What was he thinking? He was an adult man who could definitely sleep alone in his own house, in his own room without his little sister, or a partner, or a friend, staying with him. 

			I am a badass dude. I can be alone, no problem. 

			“Fuck, I hate this,” he said loudly to the empty room.

			Wes had to get out of the house. The quiet was simply overwhelming, and he didn’t want to deal with it any longer. Now that he was getting a higher-than-minimum-wage paycheck, he could actually afford to go grocery shopping properly. His fridge was empty anyway and it would get him out of the house for a while. Then he would make himself a nice meal and go over the syllabus he had written one more time.

			Not that he didn’t know it thoroughly. Besides having obviously written it, he had read over it at least a dozen times and arranged the required reading into a stack in several different configurations. He was nervous. There was no way to deny that. 

			Wes had never given much thought about what his life would look like at thirty. Maybe, he might admit to himself, he never thought he would make it that far in life. He suffered from depression as a teen and was diagnosed with bipolar once he was in college. So many nights he lay in bed in a crowded room, wishing he wasn’t around anymore. 

			For as long as he had them, his parents had trained him to be a guardian. He could call up a meager amount of magic to that end. Fight training had started when he was young, but then his parents died when he was seven and the training stopped. Instead, Wes bounced around the system with no direction, no one to tell him how to handle the small magic that lived inside him. Even when he went to live with Maddy, she didn’t know how exactly to train him. But she encouraged him to seek out resources and had tried to help him with whatever she could find. 

			Maddy had been on the fringes of the magical community, though she had no magic herself. She was a human guardian, a connection between the magical world and the human one. Her job was to help bridge between the two. She knew all about what Wes was born into. And she knew when she took Brie in that she was the reincarnation of the goddess that Wes’s family served. If only they had more time with her, Wes and Brie would have had more of a connection to the world that they were a part of. But cancer was a real bitch, and not even the indomitable Maddy St. James could fight it for long.

			Yeah, he definitely needed to get out of the house. He was too much in his own head. Wes grabbed his bike from the hook at the front of the house and carried it outside. The grocery store wasn’t far, and the day was warm and bright. The summer sun had darkened his already tan skin, but he couldn’t wait for the heat of summer to end and the chill of autumn to start. Wes hated the summer. 

			He mounted his bike, pushed a stray lock of black hair from his face, and rubbed a hand against the shaved side of his skull. He had rocked the same hairstyle, one side shaved, one side long and brushing his ears, since he was in high school. It was his signature look, much like the band t-shirts he always wore. Sure, they were faded and ratty after probably hundreds of washes, but since he grew up with very little to call his own, he didn’t get rid of anything. 

			It took only a few minutes for Wes to reach the grocery store. He hated shopping, but he couldn’t bring himself to have his groceries delivered. It was an extravagant expense. Once the essentials filled his cart, and an indulgence or two, he headed for the self-checkout, the better to avoid interacting with anybody. Just as he finished paying, his phone vibrated in his pocket. 

			[Apollo: I’m bored. Come keep me company?]

			That was Apollo-speak for, “Come over and have sex because I’m between people at the moment.” Wes hated these types of texts. They made him feel like he was only a warm body and not a real person. But it didn’t matter how many times he brought it up, Apollo just brushed him off. Wes told himself time after time that he was done with it, that he would set a boundary and tell him no, but then he would always run to Apollo the minute he texted. 

			Every single time. 

			[Wes: Finishing shopping. Be there soon]

			A sick feeling settled in his stomach as he sent the text, but it didn’t matter. He would still go, still enjoy himself, and then go back to feeling sick after he returned home. Because he never spent the night with Apollo. Even after three years of whatever they were, he always left Apollo’s place after. And Apollo never came to him. Not once had he set foot in Wes’s apartment. 

			I know why I keep going back to him. It’s the sex. Fuck, is he good at that. 

			But, then again, he was an incubus, a sex demon by nature. It wouldn’t do to be a sex demon who was bad at sex. Apollo knew how to please. He wasn’t a selfish lover, unlike most of the men and even some of the women Wes had slept with before. Apollo had the largest collection of sex toys Wes had ever seen, most of which had some kind of magical property to enhance pleasure. And, as Apollo loved to tell Wes, he got them all from Ezra and it delighted him to no end to tease Ezra about it. Which only served to weird Wes out, since he was talking about his brother-in-law.

			It wasn’t a healthy relationship and Wes knew that he deserved better. Knowing and actually doing something about it, though, were two different things. 

			I’m sure a therapist would say something about my desire to be loved because I didn’t get enough of it in my childhood. They would be right, obviously, but who really got enough love in their childhood? 

			The ride back to his new house was short, and he took his time putting the groceries away, dragging out the chore longer than it needed to be. Yet another sign he really should break things off with Apollo. He couldn’t even bring himself to be excited to see his pseudo-boyfriend. Sure, the sex would be great in the moment. After, though, he would be left feeling used and ashamed, especially since Apollo would likely kick him out immediately after to go off and do whoever else he wanted. 

			Goddess, he wished his sister was around to tell him how much of an idiot he was being. Not that she hadn’t been trying. When he and Apollo had first started hooking up, Brie was, while not super thrilled, accepting. Mostly. She knew very well what Apollo was. But after Wes wanted to get more serious, Brie hadn’t taken it so well. But just like she hadn’t listened to him when she started to catch feelings for Ezra, he wasn’t listening now. The only difference was that Ezra had committed to Brie. Loved her. Fuck, he’d even married her. He didn’t string her along for three years.

			But Apollo? He couldn’t even commit to keeping his dick out of other people for a night. He didn’t even call Wes his boyfriend. They had dates, lots of them even. But whenever Apollo had to introduce him to new people, it was always, “…my friend, Wes.” And every time it was a knife to Wes’s heart. 

			I like having fun with him. But I don’t want to love him. And he will never love anyone but himself. Wes’s thoughts were bleak as he knocked on Apollo’s penthouse apartment door. 

			It only took one knock for Apollo to open the door, and all Wes’s thoughts went out the window and all the blood in his brain rushed straight to his dick. Because the sex demon was standing on the threshold wearing nothing but a sock, and it was not on his foot. 

			Apollo was golden all over, like he was made from a bit of sun. Tall and fit, with sun-kissed skin and shining bronze hair in gentle waves above his ears, and blue eyes that popped, he could only be described as beautiful. “I was listening to some old Red Hot Chili Peppers. I love them, and I felt like I needed to get into the vibe. What do you think?” Apollo thrust out his pelvis to bring all attention to the sock barely hanging on for dear life, as if Wes’s attention wasn’t already on that part of Apollo’s anatomy. 

			Wes tried to remember how to form words, but he was failing miserably. Not that Apollo cared. He didn’t need Wes to say anything as he grabbed one of Wes’s limp hands and dragged him inside the penthouse. He followed the incubus into the living room, which was an open-concept space that flowed into a chef’s kitchen. All of Apollo’s furniture was leather, and not all of it was for company to sit on. It was like he had his own private sex dungeon sitting out in his living room. 

			Music blasted through the sound system as Wes was led through the room to a stack of pillow pads near the window. Wes was already taking one of the pads and setting it on the floor before Apollo spoke. He knew how this game went. “I’m going to keep dancing, but why don’t you show me a good time,” Apollo purred, his voice just loud enough to make it over the music. 

			Wes eagerly complied, falling to his knees in front of Apollo and adjusting the pad beneath them to keep his knees from getting sore. Apollo kept moving his hips to the music while Wes stayed on the floor at eye level with the sock and all that it contained within. He looked up at Apollo once and noticed that the incubus’s eyes were closed as he enjoyed the music. 

			Is he even going to pay attention to me while I do this? 

			Old insecurities bubbled up within Wes, but he pushed them aside. Apollo would either watch or he wouldn’t, but Wes was still going to suck him off. 

			With eager fingers, he reached out to remove the sock when Apollo batted his hand away. “No hands, bunny, I only want that pretty mouth of yours today,” Apollo drawled, then closed his eyes again. Instantly, Wes’s face felt warm with shame, like he should have already known what Apollo wanted. 

			And once again, Wes questioned why he put himself through this. He wasn’t happy with their arrangement, wasn’t happy with the way Apollo treated him like a toy to be used instead of a boyfriend. Because that’s all he would ever be. Even though Apollo said the words, said they were more than casual, that they were a real couple, he didn’t mean it. Wes was just another notch on Apollo’s already impressively whittled bedpost. One that he liked to come back to because it was convenient. 

			Knowing this, feeling everything he felt, Wes still found himself leaning into the task of removing the tube sock from Apollo’s length. Careful to avoid biting down on any part of Apollo’s generous anatomy, he slowly pulled the soft fabric down Apollo’s dick and spat the sock out of his mouth once it had cleared the head. 

			Wes shifted on his knees and tilted his head to get a better angle, all the while staring at the dick waiting erect in front of his face. Then he took just the tip into his mouth and began his work, hating himself with every bob of his head and yet enjoying the act itself.

			Sometime later, when they both had satisfied their lust, Wes clung to the hope that Apollo would ask him to stay, to do something that was coupley. But it was a Saturday afternoon, and his hopes were quickly dashed. 

			“That was wonderful, bunny. You really do have a gifted mouth. Now, I hate to cut this short because I love having you around, but I have a party to get ready for, and perfection doesn’t just happen, so I need to get ready.” Apollo was already heading toward his bedroom, still completely naked, but clearly unbothered by that fact. 

			“Were you even going to invite me to come along? I thought we could spend more time together before classes start,” Wes said, sounding whiny even to his own ears. And Goddess, he hated himself even more. Today was not getting any better the more it went on. 

			Apollo stopped at the threshold of his room and turned back to Wes. His customary smirk slipped from his face only a little, but his lips remained turned up at the edges. “No, I wasn’t. I’m tired of going over this with you, lamb. This is who I am. This is what I do. Please stop trying to change my nature. We have a lot of fun together. I don’t want that to change.” The full fledged smirk returned, and Apollo was his usual self again. They had this conversation at least once a week, and every time Apollo brushed him off, this was the first time he’d confronted Wes about it directly. 

			Wes hung his head, unable to look at the incubus any longer as disappointment flooded him. Apollo took a few steps closer to Wes and cupped his jaw, but Wes didn’t raise his head. “Don’t be upset, bunny. We really do have a lot of fun together. I enjoy being with you. But I can’t change what I am, and as much as I like you, I’m never going to love you. So let’s enjoy this for as long as we can.” 

			It felt like a dagger plunged into his heart at Apollo’s words. I’m never going to love you.

			Not that it was the first time Wes had heard them. Apollo made sure to remind him occasionally. Maybe a part of Wes hoped that Apollo would change his mind, that he would find he really did love Wes. But it was never going to happen. Maybe it had been fun for the first year, but now Wes wanted more. Apollo wasn’t going to be the one to give it to him. And Wes could either be okay with that or move on because he would never ask Apollo to change for him. He could never ask that of anyone. 

			Wes finally looked up and nodded, forcing a weak smile on his face. “Yeah, let’s just enjoy it. Well, I’ll get out of here. I have like a ton of stuff to do anyway and a big night.” He started to turn away so that Apollo wouldn’t see the hurt in his eyes.

			“Bye, sweetling. You were wonderful today,” Apollo said, his voice bright, his smile wide as he turned away again toward his room. Wes couldn’t stay a second longer in his shame. He left the penthouse quickly and made his way home. 

			The house was still too quiet. And now he didn’t feel any better than he did before he’d left the house the first time. Instead, he felt worse, if that was possible. Once again, he found himself wishing he could call Brie. He needed his little sister to comfort him and then kick his ass to knock some sense into him. But as much as he needed that, there was no way he was disturbing her on her honeymoon. 

			Despite it being early afternoon, Wes headed for his room and flopped onto his bed. He would just suffer alone. Again. As usual.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			If Wes had any whims that being an adjunct professor would be in any way better than a teaching assistant, that hope would have been dashed at exactly 9:01 Monday morning on the first day of classes. His first class ever as an actual professor of geology was a bunch of freshmen taking Geology 101, and he only needed to do a quick scan of the large lecture hall to know who was going to show up beyond today and who would disappear within the next two weeks.

			Sure, he wouldn’t be the one doing the grading for the most part, that’s what teaching assistants were for, but there was the soul-crushing knowledge that basically everyone else in the room was only there to get easy credit. And Geology 101 was easy credit, for the most part. 

			If you show up, he thought, his inner voice grumpier than his outside one. It was best to appear somewhat happy to be there on the first day. Try to inspire the students to come back to class, even if he wasn’t feeling all that inspired. 

			Shouldn’t I be more excited about this? Isn’t this what I wanted for my life?

			Wes knew being a professor was exactly what he wanted. He enjoyed teaching. He enjoyed sharing his passion for all things rocks. Maddy had given that gift to him, and even though she wasn’t here to see how that influence paid off, he would always honor her memory by doing what he loved. 

			The problem was his personal life, not his professional one. Being in love with someone who would never love you back really took a hit on his mental state. The whole thing was sending him into a bit of a depressive episode. It was an effort to get out of bed that morning. Like it was going to be the hardest thing he did all day. 

			He decided the best thing to do was call his psychiatrist after class to see about upping his dosage. Wes had been on the same dose of Lamictal since his early twenties. When he was still in the foster system, nobody cared about his depression or manic episodes. Most homes didn’t have the means to focus on one kid’s mental health problems since most of the kids there had their own, so they, including his social worker, chalked it up to run-of-the-mill teenage angst and left him to languish in his own head. 

			Life was overwhelming—too many changes, not enough coping mechanisms.

			The first class ended with appreciative laughter. Wes liked to end his class with some bad rock joke. Dad jokes were his specialty. Students seemed to like him for his corny humor and the fact that despite all attempts from Apollo to take him shopping for better clothes, Wes was a t-shirt and jeans kind of guy. He just didn’t feel comfortable in anything else. And not just in a personal choice kind of way, but in that, collared shirts and turtlenecks sent him into sensory overload and he spent the entire time he wore them clawing at his own neck kind of way. He could rock a sport coat with a v-neck shirt and be totally fine, but add a button-down in place of the shirt and he wanted to rip his clothes off. 

			Lucky for him, geology wasn’t one of those sciences that rested on formality in the workplace. Dumb, rock-pun shirts were actually encouraged, at least in his department. Today, Wes went with a simple black shirt that said, “Of Quartz I Love You,” with line-art of a piece of quartz in place of the word. Brie had gotten it for him when he first started college and though it wasn’t quite so black anymore, it was still one of his favorites.

			“Geez, who shit in your coffee?” A voice cut through his thoughts. Wes focused in on his surroundings. He had been sitting alone in his office in the geology department, where he finally had a window. At the door stood Candy Thermpoli, his brand-new graduate student. 

			Candy was the complete opposite of her name—whereas someone would think she would be bubbly and colorful, Candy was a goth queen, who never wore a shade outside of black, and rimmed her dark blue eyes in heavy liner. Though Wes considered himself fairly tall at six foot one, Candy easily had about two inches on him, and that was without her thick boots adding a few more inches. She came from a long line of geologists. Her family were rock hounds in their spare time, traveling all over the country to hunt for minerals and fossils to add to their collection. 

			While Wes’s area was mineralogy, Candy specialized in geochemistry and was probably, no definitely, the smartest person he had ever met. 

			“The only shit coffee around here is what they serve in the staff area. Fuck, it’s like they haven’t cleaned the damn thing in thirty years,” Wes responded, staring at the half-empty coffee mug on his desk. It was cold now, and he didn’t mind wasting the brown sludge. 

			“Oh, they haven’t. Definitely not since my mom started teaching at least,” Candy said, as she entered the office and plopped down into one of the two worn chairs across from Wes’s desk.

			Wes leaned back in his own chair, feeling at ease for the first time in days. Candy had that effect on people once you knew her. Sure, she might scream don’t talk to me when you first looked at her, but she was an empathetic and all-around nice person once you got past the exterior. 

			“Well, nepo baby, maybe you could work your connections to get us a coffee maker from this century,” he laughed.

			“Yeah, laugh it up, asshole. I earned my spot here, just like everyone else. Mom wasn’t allowed to give me a recommendation,” she said, though there was no bite to her words. It was a running joke with them anyway. Wes knew very well that Candy worked her ass off to get into the geology graduate program. She had been accepted to CalTech’s program, and Columbia’s, but had chosen to stay in New Britain to attend CCSU and be close to her mom after she was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s. With her dad already gone and her siblings living scattered across the country with families of their own, she had elected to stay home and attend the university her mom had taught at for thirty years while also taking care of her. 

			“So, what’s got you glum, chum?” she asked in a cheery voice.

			Wes ran a hand through his hair on the long side, letting his fingers tangle a little in the curled strands. “Just some personal stuff has got me off my game,” he said with a shrug. His problems weren’t Candy’s problems, and he didn’t like to dump on people. 

			She nodded her head with a knowing look. “Boy problems again?” Even if he didn’t like to dump his problems on others, Candy knew all about his troubles with Apollo. Well, most of them. She didn’t know Apollo was an incubus, only that he liked to sleep around. Candy wasn’t part of the magical community, and had no idea it existed, as far as Wes knew. 

			The hand that ran through his hair again acted of its own accord; Wes couldn’t help himself. “Another weekend of booty calls and then see you later. It’s like I’m just a piece of ass to him. It’s been three years of this, Candy. Three fucking years!” He sighed deeply and flopped his head onto his desk with a loud thunk. It hurt a little, but the pain was welcome. 

			“Listen, I’m going to give you some tough love because I care,” Candy started. Wes looked up and gave her a small nod before putting his head back down. “It doesn’t matter that this guy has a golden dick and is a veritable sex god. He treats you like shit and you deserve better. You deserve love, Wes. You deserve someone who will dick you down and then cuddle you the rest of the night. Stop thinking with your downstairs head and start thinking with your upstairs head and get out of that relationship.” 

			It was harsh, but Wes knew she didn’t mean for it to be. He needed to hear this because even if he said it a million times to himself, he didn’t believe it. “You sound like my sister,” he said, lifting his head again and leaving it up this time. 

			Candy gave him a half smile. “Smart woman. How’s Brie, anyway? Back from her honeymoon?” Wes and Candy had started hanging out a few years back when they were both TAs and Brie was added into the fold when they all started playing Dungeons & Dragons with Periwinkle Montgomery, the pixie who owned Tower Books and the Goodberry Café. Though Candy didn’t know Perri was a pixie because there were charms to keep her looking human when she was working around humans. 

			“They got back last night. I still haven’t seen her yet, but they are coming over tonight for dinner. You’re welcome to join us.” In truth, Wes was just being polite. As much as he liked Candy, he really wanted some time with his sister. Well, and now his brother-in-law. But he wanted to hear all about their travels, and knowing them, there were plenty of magic-related stops that they wouldn’t be able to discuss in front of Candy. 

			Luckily, Candy gave him an out. “Can’t. Mom has a doctor’s appointment this afternoon, and she’s usually pretty agitated the rest of the night. I need to stay with her.” It took until that moment for Wes to fully see the dark circles under Candy’s eyes. It was more than just her eyeliner. She looked like she hadn’t slept well in ages. How she was able to juggle school, helping her mom, and even a modicum of a social life was amazing to Wes. But it was clearly starting to take its toll on Candy.

			Wes sat up straighter in his chair. “Hey, Candy, if you need anything, just let me know, okay? I might be a whole-ass disaster, but I’m here for you.” 

			Candy’s smile was thin, but her eyes were warm. “I know, Wes. I know. Goes both ways, you know.” Wes nodded his head in return, because he did know. Candy was a good friend and Wes had had so few of those in his life that he appreciated her all the more. 

			Candy slapped her hands on her knees and stood from the chair. “Well, I gotta jet. I have class soon, and I want to snag some food before all hell breaks loose.” Candy didn’t waste time making an exit. She was gone in seconds, the door pulled closed behind her with a quiet snick. 

			Wes slouched down in his chair and stared at the coffee mug still on his desk like it would hold the secrets to fixing all his life’s problems. But in the end, it was just a half-filled mug of terrible, cold coffee and no secrets of the universe were to be had.
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			It felt like the couch was pulling him into its cushions as Wes stretched out his legs, resting them on the coffee table in front of him. He wasn’t sure if that was just because it was a comfortable couch or if his body just felt so heavy. Either way, he let himself sink into the plush fabric. A nap sounded nice after a long day. 

			Just as Wes’s eyes closed, his door burst open, the frame of it glowing an orangish-yellow. Half a second later, his sister Brie walked through the doorway, followed closely by her new husband, Ezra, the angel turned magic antique shop owner. Wes nearly fell off the couch completely, but instead he slammed his ankle against the coffee table hard. That’s going to leave a bruise. 

			“Don’t you knock, woman?!” he grumbled as he rubbed his sore ankle. 

			Brie bounded over to the couch and threw herself into Wes’s arms. “Nice to see you too, dick. Didn’t miss me too hard, did you?” Wes hugged his sister back and let his heart rate settle down. She could bust through any door any time if it meant he got to be around her. She was all he had left of family in the world, and being apart for weeks had been a lot for him to handle. He sounded like a needy child rather than the grown-ass man he was, but with his sister embracing him, he couldn’t care less. 

			“Sorry about barging in. My wife insisted we set up a direct route from the Storage Room, and the magic doesn’t lend itself well to knocking first. I hope that’s alright. We can always remove it if you’re uncomfortable with it,” Ezra said, shutting the door behind him. Wes really liked Ezra; he was a good guy who treated his sister well. Hell, he had brought her back from the dead years ago and for that, Wes would forever be thankful. 

			“Nah, it’s cool. Easy for all of us. Means I can get out of this house and to people I like that much easier.” He wasn’t going to pretend things had been great living on his own, because it hadn’t. “Turns out I hate the quiet. I’ve never lived alone like this and it’s the worst. The wooooorst,” Wes whined, while Brie laughed into his shoulder. “Keep the portal, so I can come bother you two when the kitchen appliances start talking to me.”

			“And let you miss your ‘Be Our Guest’ moment? No way, shut it down, babe, the portal has to go. Wes needs to be a Disney princess,” Brie said, laughing over her shoulder to address Ezra. 

			“I’m going to take a hard pass on the singalong, since I definitely do not have the hair or the grace to be a Disney Princess. What I will take is some food,” Wes replied as he playfully shoved his sister off him. Brie fell back on the couch with a wide smile on her face. 

			“Darling husband, will you go get the pizzas? Please? You big strong angel man.” She batted her eyes at her husband. Ezra responded with a roll of his eyes, something he had learned from Brie, and walked back through the portal door. In a moment, he stepped back again with the food in his arms and shut the door. A little pop sounded, and a small four-numbered panel appeared next to Wes’s front door. There used to be one at their old apartment too. 

			“Number one will take you to the shop, and two will take you to our place. If you would like, I can connect one of them to your office or anywhere you like. Let me know, and I will take care of it,” Ezra said, setting the stack of pizzas with a small plastic bag balanced on top on the coffee table. 

			“What’s in the bag? Doesn’t look big enough to be breadsticks.” Wes reached for the bag first, while Ezra walked off to the kitchen for plates and napkins. 

			It was Brie’s turn to roll her eyes. “Salad, of course. We let him into our lives, Wes, for years, and he is still trying to stuff us with healthy foods.” The siblings groaned loudly in unison. They would still eat the salad, obviously. They both had a complex about wasting food, another gift from the foster system. And really, neither of them minded the healthy eating, it was more about being dramatic and keeping the joke going at that point. It had taken several years, and a lot of Ezra’s home-cooked meals, but the St. James siblings were no longer the trash pandas they once were, and instead, opted for a few green foods now and then. 

			It took no time for all of the food to be consumed, including the salad, which Wes had to admit there was some merit in eating greens. They talked a little through the meal, mostly Brie, as she told Wes all about her honeymoon, making sure to keep it rated for older-brother consumption. Occasionally, she thrust her phone under his nose to show pictures of some magical shop in Morocco or the Midsummer celebrations in Belarus. 

			“I can’t believe you got Ezra to do the fire jump with you,” Wes said with a laugh, handing the phone back to Brie. 

			“It’s cheating when the wings come out.” She turned and shot her husband a glare. Ezra lounged on the other end of the couch, a soft grin on his face. His angelic wings were not visible now, he rarely showed them off except on special occasions, but the picture Brie showed didn’t do their beauty justice.

			“My wings were nearly singed. I would hardly count that as cheating,” Ezra responded, as he leaned forward and started to grab the empty plates. Wes jumped up and made a move toward the dishes.

			“Hey, I got it. You’re my guest. Sit back.” He tried to take the plates from Ezra’s hands, but his brother-in-law pulled them back. 

			Ezra waved him off with a free hand. “Don’t worry about it. I know where the sink is. You two need to catch up.” Wes didn’t put up much of a fight, and instead returned to sit next to his sister on the couch. He saw her staring at her husband as he walked off into the kitchen, nothing but pure love in her eyes. Wes wished he had that. Wished he had someone who would look at him like he was the moon and stars. As unorthodox as Brie and Ezra’s relationship had started out, they really were stupid in love and complimented each other well. 

			I’m going to end up alone and jaded as fuck.

			Wes had spent his twenties in various friends-with-benefits situations. None ended up being anything serious. For the most part, he’d never wanted anything serious while he was still in school. As for his partners, he always ran into the same problems. The men he dated thought he was gay and lying to himself, and the women he dated constantly thought he was going to leave them for another guy. It was exhausting. 

			It was better to just have a series of flings and one-night stands than a real relationship back then. But Wes was older now and wanted someone to do the mundane things with him. Sex was great and all, and that was absolutely a necessity in any relationship, but he wanted more. 

			Later, as he waved to Brie and Ezra as they stepped through the magicked door, he thought about how he wished he had what they had. They got to wake up every morning and just be together, through good and bad. And in the years they had been together, there had been a lot of both. 

			Meanwhile, Wes’s life had felt like a string of mediocre and bad. The teaching job was the good. Wes loved his work. The small group of friends he had acquired over the last few years was great. The sex with Apollo, outstanding. But that was all it was with Apollo. Sex. There was no completion in his life. Just a series of endless goals with no end in sight. 

			“You’re letting yourself spiral again, Wesley,” he said aloud, though there was no one but himself to hear. Staying conscious sounded like too much effort now that his sister and his brother-in-law were gone, so Wes slunk off to his room and flopped down on the bed face down. He didn’t care that he was still in his clothes. The thought of getting up now was too much to deal with. Sleep came quickly, deep and consuming. 

			Like the rest of his life, even his dreams were empty.
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			The first month in his new role as a professor passed uneventfully. After the initial rush of full attendance, the class size began to dwindle. That wasn’t unusual. People stopped showing up for class until it was test time. He was sure he would hear from them around mid-terms when suddenly they would have a million questions. All of the material was on the class portal anyway, including recordings of his lectures, so it wasn’t like they didn’t have access to literally everything. He could always unload those questions on Candy, but he wouldn’t do that to her. She had enough on her plate to worry about without a bunch of dumb questions from undergrads who couldn’t even be bothered to put in the effort until the last minute. Not that she wouldn’t get her own share of them.

			After class, he stopped by the Chinese takeout place he and Brie used to live over, more for a taste of the familiar than that the food was particularly good. He ordered enough to feed at least four since he was headed to the antique shop and Lily was joining them. It had been a while since he had seen the green witch. He had spent the summer solstice at her family farm, but ever since then, she had been working on some potions for a new line of products for the aging witch. “Magical Botox,” Wes had called it, and Lily had laughed at that. 

			Her mate, Albert, would be out on his weekly feed. As a vampire, he drank from a human source once a week—always a willing donor. Most were dying and wanted some peace and dignity in their death, so they volunteered to be drained. Albert was an asshole most of the time, but he was their asshole and had actually grown a little on Wes as the years progressed.

			The antique shop, Spirit Antiques, that Ezra and Brie owned was empty. Not surprising since it was a Wednesday afternoon, barely time for dinner. Most of the customers who frequented the place came out after dark, and the random humans who would sometimes stumble in during the day never stayed long. Mostly because Brie or Ezra shooed them out pretty quickly.

			Wes made his way across the shop and since the door was already set on the Storage Room, he went through the one and only door into the cavernous room that housed all the shop’s stock. They always ate in the Storage Room for some reason, even though the door also led to a staff room and Brie and Ezra’s apartment. There was something nice about eating in the large magical space. Not just because the sort-of sentient room liked to be helpful by providing just about everything, but because there was this feeling, a tingling sensation of magic arcing all around them. The whole Storage Room was packed full of magical things: enchanted items, potion ingredients, and powerful magical talismans. It was a wonderful space, if a little intrusive at times. 

			Right on cue, Brie and Lily rounded a corner, talking excitedly as they stepped up to the platform that led to the door. “Wesley!” Lily shouted, running up to Wes and throwing her tattooed arms around him. Not too long ago, only her right arm had been covered in plant tattoos, but she’d recently started adding to the other arm. As usually is the case with Lily, Wes got a face full of her dark curls and the scent of herbs and strawberries washed over him. Were she not with Albert, he knew he would marry her in a second just so he could have her hug him every day. 

			“Nice to see you too, Lils. I thought you had forgotten about me,” he said with a grin. Everybody else does, it seems, so why wouldn’t she?

			No, he wouldn’t think like that. His sister hadn’t forgotten him. She had just been on her honeymoon. He couldn’t be upset about that. Lily had her own life and partner, which again, he couldn’t be mad about. 

			The only person I can be mad at is myself. I let myself be alone. I let Apollo jerk me around and play with my heart.

			Wes pushed all those thoughts aside; he didn’t want them to see him hurting. His feelings were not Lily’s or Brie’s problems. And they both would try to help him if they knew. That’s just who they both were. So he kept it to himself and plastered on his best smile.

			“Never! Actually, I was just thinking about you earlier today. So I’ve told you about my friend, Cameron. You know, the baker? And he and his girlfriend broke up last year. Not that I’ve been talking to him about you, but I totally have. Do you want his number?” Lily gave him a huge grin. 

			For the past two years, Lily and Brie had been not so subtly trying to set him up with people they knew. And while he appreciated the effort, Wes still hadn’t taken them up on any of them. He hadn’t received the same loyalty from Apollo in those two years, but it just wasn’t Wes’s style. There was also the certainty, though they never talked about it, that while Apollo could continue to sleep with whomever he wanted, the same allowance was not afforded to Wes. And anyway, he didn’t want to be with multiple partners. He wanted one person who was going to love him.

			Maybe I should take Lily up on her offer and move on from Apollo.

			That was the logical choice. If Wes wanted more from a relationship than Apollo was willing to give, then it was time to end it. Wes had met Cameron many times over the years since Lily had started bringing him around, and he was a total snack. Wes had been caught staring at the man on more than a few occasions. 

			“I’m not sure… you know how things are with Apollo,” he started, but Brie cut him off.

			“Things are shitty with Apollo. He doesn’t respect you, Wes. He won’t commit to just you. Fuck, he still flirts with me constantly at the shop, and I don’t mean the fun, innocent type of flirting.” Her voice was hard. She had never liked Apollo all that much. During their first meeting, she slapped him after the incubus had tried to hypnotize her into sleeping with him. Wes couldn’t blame her. When he’d met Apollo, Wes was overworked, underfed, and a little sex-crazed. He liked the attention he got from Apollo, loved the open flirting, and how handsy he was no matter where they were. He wasn’t overly fond of him constantly hitting on his sister though. A complaint that clearly kept falling on deaf ears.

			“Why don’t I just give you his number and you two could hang out as friends? It’s always nice to make a new friend. He’s from an old witch family, so you know, you don’t have to hide anything about yourself,” Lily said, a hopeful look in her eye. 

			Wes thought it over. He really could use another friend that wasn’t his sister or her group. Not that he didn’t have any of his own friends, just not many. He had Candy, and he was friendly with some of the other associate professors around campus. But he didn’t have much of a social life outside of this little found-family he had been brought into. And since Candy spent most of her time either in school or taking care of her mom, she really wasn’t a great avenue for hangouts.

			Cameron was a good guy from what Wes knew, and it would be nice to hang out with someone else for a change, another guy who wasn’t a package deal with either his sister or Lily. Especially now that he was living alone full time. “Sure, give me his number. Would be good to have someone around who wasn’t you two. You guys are just okay.” Wes kept his face neutral. He really loved both of them, but he loved messing with them more. Laughing everything off made him feel a little like he was normal. Like he wasn’t a total emotional and mental mess. 

			“Hey, we are both fucking delights, and you should feel privileged we let you hang out with us,” Brie shot back. “Now, I’m starving, and you are just standing there holding food. Can we get a table up in here, please?” She addressed the second part toward the room. It was strange to talk to the Storage Room though. It wasn’t like talking to a person, there wasn’t anything in front of you to speak toward. It was more like putting your request or comment out into the world with no direct target. 

			But the Storage Room delivered when a gilded antique table walked itself up to the platform where they stood. Four chairs followed behind the table. Bowls and chopsticks popped into existence on the table, along with a napkin at each setting. Except at one spot, which had a whole stack of napkins. “Once again, this place insults
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