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For the reader who didn’t just stray from the light—
they sprinted naked into the woods and fucked the monster waiting there.


This is for the ones who saw “witch with a murder kink,”
“ghost boyfriend she accidentally killed,”
and “best friend possessed so they could both rail her”—
and immediately added it to their favorites.


To the unhinged gremlins who want their books bloody, filthy, and emotionally damaging.
Who don’t blink when the sex scene starts mid-exorcism.
Who get off on death magic, ghost hands, and being called “good girl” by a dead guy in their best friend’s body.


This book is for the depraved degenerates who read the words “he’s inside me… but so is my ghost,” and immediately unzipped something.


For the ones who moan at ghost fingers, praise kink, and a little bit of blood on the sheets—
and who didn’t bat an eye when the best friend said,
“Let him borrow my body. You need both of us tonight.”


You don’t want romance.
You want ruin.
You want teeth at your throat, hands on your hips,
and one dead boy growling through another man’s mouth while you beg for more.


You wanted a cursed witch, a haunted jock, and a best friend who said, “Whatever gets you off, gets me off too.”


And baby, you fucking got it.


You are my people.
You deserve orgasms and emotional instability in equal measure.


And if you don’t finish this book saying “I need therapy”… then you weren’t reading it right.










  
  
Content Warning




Heads up, readers. 
While this book does come with a Happily Ever After (and yes, it's got that weirdly dark Hallmark vibe), it also dives into some graphic content that may be triggering for some. I want you to feel safe going in—but without giving away the juicy bits.

If you have content triggers, please check this list first:
https://www.ari-roper.com/dead-weight

If your brain’s already rotted and you’re here for the chaos regardless (no judgment—same), then buckle up and read on. The ending? Absolutely worth it.








  
  
The Itch




There’s a boy in fourth period I’d like to strangle with the cord from my earbuds. Not because he did anything especially heinous today—just because he exists. He breathes like a dying vacuum cleaner and insists on chewing his gum like it’s a competitive sport.

But I don’t.

Not yet.

See, I made a promise.

That’s the problem with having a morally grey witch for a mother and an ancient blood curse passed down like grandma’s fine china—there are rules. And mine? I’m not allowed to kill anyone until I turn eighteen. Not even the truly deserving. Not even if I use biodegradable rituals and compost their bones like a responsible member of the magical community.

“You have to wait,” my mother told me when I was eleven, after I accidentally hexed a neighbor's cat for hissing at me. "Let the magic mature, or it’ll consume you. Timing matters. Intent matters. And we don't need the Council breathing down our necks again, Salem."

She said it like it was a cooking tip.

So now, I wait.

And in the meantime? I rot in this fluorescent-lit hellhole called high school, counting down the days until I’m legally allowed (magically, not federally) to rip someone's soul out through their molars.

It’s not that I hate everyone.

Okay, that’s a lie. I do.

There’s a special kind of suffering reserved for people like me—people who hear whispers in the static of hallway lights, who taste lies like spoiled milk on their tongue, who carry a hunger under their skin that no snack pack or therapy session can soothe.

It’s an itch.

Not a metaphorical itch. Not a “teehee I’m quirky and impulsive” TikTok trend. I mean a literal, crawling, pulsing, vibrating energy just beneath the surface of my skin. It wakes up with me. It simmers in my blood when someone laughs at the wrong moment or touches me without asking. It curls under my fingernails and begs to be let out.

I call it Clarence.

If I don’t name it, it might take over.

Clarence doesn’t care about consequences. Clarence wants screams. Clarence thinks manslaughter is foreplay.

Clarence needs a nap.

I haven’t slept in three days.

And when you haven’t slept, everything feels louder. More raw. More red.

Like this morning, when my alarm went off at 6:00 a.m. and my first thought wasn’t “ugh, school,” but “what if I ripped out someone’s spine and used it as a curtain rod?”

You know. Normal teenage thoughts.

I shuffle into first period physics wearing the emotional energy of a haunted doll and the fashion sense of someone who hasn’t done laundry since last Wednesday. My hoodie says Don’t Talk to Me Unless You’re a Ghost. My shirt underneath says Ask Me About My Murder Plan.

No one does.

Because everyone at Graceland High knows what I am. Maybe not in a "burn the witch" kind of way, but enough to give me a wide berth in the cafeteria and pretend they don’t hear me muttering in Latin during group projects. 

Except for Wyatt Morrison.

Golden boy. Quarterback. Poster child for teenage mediocrity dipped in Axe body spray. And currently sitting in front of me in physics, leaning back in his chair like his posture is a personality.

He smells like vanilla protein powder and poor decisions.

He flicks a folded note to a girl across the aisle and winks. I hope he trips on a ritual circle and falls into a pit of bees.

Clarence purrs at the idea.

“Salem,” Mr. Caine says, dragging me back to the land of the living (and unfortunately still breathing). “Could you please explain what friction is?”

My pencil snaps in my hand.

“Friction,” I say slowly, “is the resistance that one surface or object encounters when moving over another. Kind of like my soul trying to pass through the gates of hell every morning I come to this class.”

The class snickers. Mr. Caine pinches the bridge of his nose like he’s deciding whether or not to file a complaint with admin or the Vatican.

I stare at my broken pencil.

It’s a metaphor, probably.


      [image: ]By lunch, the itch is worse.

My palms are sweating. My teeth feel sharp. The scent of other people is a physical assault. I sit at the back table under the flickering exit sign, chewing through a piece of beef jerky like it owes me rent, and think about how many people I could hypothetically kill with a spork.

Clarence hums. The countdown to my birthday blinks in my brain like a bomb: Three days.

Three more days of this. Of pretending. Of being normal.

Then I get to scratch the itch.

And gods help me—I will enjoy it. But for now I continue to sit under the flickering exit sign, gnawing my way through a piece of beef jerky and people-watching like it’s a competitive blood sport. The cafeteria smells like sweat, fake cheese, and teenage disappointment. Overcooked hot dogs screech on metal trays. Someone’s soda explodes two tables over. The popular girls scream like they’ve witnessed a war crime.

God, I hate it here.

“Don’t look now,” I mutter to myself. “But mediocrity just walked in.”

Clarence stirs. My magic twitches. My eye twitches. Everything twitches.

Here she comes.

Heather Trask. Queen of cheer, Princess of Passive Aggression, High Priestess of Pissing Me Off Since Seventh Grade.

She’s all legs, lip gloss, and malicious intent wrapped in the kind of school-approved tartan that makes boys with C averages forget how to blink. Her entourage flanks her like a war party in yoga pants.

They pretend I don’t exist—most of the time. I wish I could say the same.

“Is that beef jerky or something you pulled from your spell jar, Salem?” Heather says sweetly as she glides past my table. “Smells like you hexed a possum.”

I smile slowly and chew louder. “Jealous? You’re welcome to share. But I think blood magic’s still banned by the PTA.”

Heather stops mid-strut, one eyebrow arched like I just challenged her to a duel. “Still playing witch, huh?”

Ah. There it is.

Not goth girl. Not creepy loner. Not silent rage with eyeliner.

Just... the witch.

Like it’s a joke. A costume. Something that gets passed around during slumber parties right after the Ouija board and before someone pretends to get possessed by the ghost of Marilyn Monroe.

I could show her real magic.

I could hex her vocal cords into knots. Make her hear whispers every time she opens her mouth. Turn her into a cautionary tale in a true crime podcast called Bitch Got Cursed.

But I don’t.

Because murder is three days away. And if I start now, Clarence will burn through me like a fuse on dynamite.

Instead, I grin.

“You’re right,” I say, sweet as rotten fruit. “I’m totally playing pretend. Just like you’re pretending that cheer squad ribbon means you’re relevant.”

Her smile flickers. Her eyes dart to her friends, looking for backup. But I’ve already turned back to my food like she bores me—which, to be fair, she does.

“Whatever, freak,” she mutters. “Go summon a boyfriend.”

“Ouch,” I deadpan. “Devastating. You’ve really been working on your material.”

She storms off in a cloud of apricot body spray and crushed ego.

Someone at the next table snorts. I hear it, feel it—quiet approval from the shadows. No one says anything out loud, of course. You don’t acknowledge the witch unless you’re prepared for the fallout.

I pick up a fry and stare at the grease glistening on its skin. Somewhere across the room, Wyatt Morrison is laughing too loudly about something dumb. He’s so normal it offends me. Like he was designed in a lab for the sole purpose of pissing off people like me.

If only any of them knew.

If they understood what was curled beneath my skin, waiting.

I don’t wear crystals because they’re trendy. I don’t draw sigils because it looks cool on Instagram. I don’t burn sage to chase away “bad vibes.” I do it to keep the things out.

The real things.

And when I kill, it won’t be a cry for help.

It’ll be a gift.

Clarence stretches inside me like a yawn with claws.

Three more days.

I can almost taste it.








  
  
Witch Blood




The bus ride home smells like Axe, despair, and someone's failed attempt at vaping cucumber-mint gum. I sit at the back, headphones in, no music playing—just static so no one talks to me. 

Not that they would. I'm the girl you avoid making eye contact with in case it gives you bad luck or spontaneous acne. The girl who allegedly hexed a gym teacher into getting shingles. (He was just allergic to mango, but I’m not correcting the rumor.)

By the time I get off at the corner of Ashwood and Dyer, the sun’s dipped low enough to cast everything in that end-of-days orange glow. Shadows stretch like claws over the cracked sidewalks, and the trees along the street look like they’re whispering secrets to each other.

I like it better this time of day. The world feels less… awake. Less noisy. Like it knows it’s time to hush before something sharp wakes up hungry.

Our house is the last on the block, naturally. The kind people cross the street to avoid. White paint peeling like sunburned skin, a porch swing that creaks on windless days, and a mailbox that's bitten at least one delivery driver. We don’t get much mail anymore.

Mom calls it “the ancestral home.” I call it a haunted dollhouse with plumbing issues.

I open the door, and the familiar smell hits me—burned herbs, iron filings, and that weird old-book scent that clings to the wallpaper no matter how often you try to smudge it away.

“Mom?” I call out.

Silence.

Which either means she’s out back skinning rabbits again or she’s home and pretending she didn’t hear me. Odds are even.

I find her in the kitchen, barefoot on the counter, sipping wine straight from the bottle and drawing sigils on the ceiling with something that definitely looks like blood.

She looks twenty-three.

She’s forty-seven.

And before you ask: no, it’s not moisturizer.

My mother has the kind of youthful glow you only get from making deals that involve phrases like soul forfeit and blood tithe. Her hair is still jet black, skin porcelain, eyes like a storm that’s decided to enjoy the chaos instead of stop it.

She doesn’t look at me when she says, “You’re late.”

“Your runes are upside down, you'll throw off all the clocks in the house.” I reply, kicking off my boots.

She shrugs, which makes the bottle tilt dangerously. “Time is fake. You hungry?”

“Nope. Just thinking about murder. The usual.”

She hums approvingly and takes another swig.


      [image: ]My room is exactly what people would expect and somehow worse. It’s part teenage cave, part occult library, part crime scene inspiration board. I’ve got black-out curtains, a dying cactus named Lucifer, and about six candles that smell like dirt and judgment.

I collapse onto the bed and open my journal—the one I’ve boobytrapped with a charm that gives paper cuts from hell to anyone who tries to snoop. On the first page, I draw a very detailed sketch of Heather Trask’s face. Then I draw it again, except this time it’s... missing some parts.

Like her nose.

And her jaw.

And her superiority complex.

I write:

Ways to ruin Heather Trask without getting expelled, arrested, or cursed by the karma gods:

– Acid in her dry shampoo.

– A silent hex that replaces her voice with goat bleats.

– Convince her mirror to scream every time she looks into it.

– Just kidding. (But not really.)

– Can’t kill her. Too obvious. Pity.

I pause, tapping my pen against the page.

Underneath, I write:

Is this what I’ll be like forever?

Is this how it starts—angry journals and doodles and someday I look in the mirror and I don’t even recognize myself anymore?

Downstairs, I hear the front door creak open again. Probably the wind. Or something trying to come in. I make a mental note to re-salt the windows.

I toss the journal onto my nightstand, where it lands next to a bone-handled dagger and a half-used pack of cinnamon gum. Balance.

There’s a gnawing in my ribs again. Not hunger. Not guilt.

The itch.

Clarence stirs, lazy but growing. Like a cat getting ready to stretch and claw the furniture.

I sit up and stare at the ceiling.

The attic.

Mom says it’s off-limits. Which is hilarious, because she also says she respects boundaries and once turned a cheating ex into a toad that drowned in his own tears.

Still. There’s something up there. Books older than this town. Spells that predate language. Answers.

I get up.

Grab the attic key from behind the loose panel in the hallway.

Turn it over in my hand.

And for the first time, I let myself wonder…

What happens after the itch is gone?

Do I go numb?

Do I want to?




      [image: ]The attic door doesn’t creak when I open it.

Which is almost worse.

It opens like it’s been waiting.

The stairs are narrow, the air thick and cold in that way that smells like forgotten paper and old intentions. Every step feels like a heartbeat. A warning. A dare.

At the top, the door unlatches with a whisper and swings inward.

And… wow.

I mean, it should’ve been terrifying. A murder attic in a murder house used by generations of cursed women? Classic horror movie setup. Should be cobwebs and hanging dolls and maybe the skeletal remains of a bad date.

Instead?

It’s beautiful.

The entire attic is cast in this cold, gentle blue glow from a massive bay window at the far end—one that must be charmed, because it lets in moonlight like it’s soaking it up for something. During the day, this room would be blinding. At night, it’s almost… serene.

There are books everywhere. Floor-to-ceiling shelves on every wall, arranged in shapes that aren’t quite right—spirals, stars, a few symbols I only half-recognize from binding rituals and one very illegal blood map.

The smell of leather and dust and iron hangs in the air like a spell.

And in the center of it all—lit by a crooked chandelier of flickering candles—is a wide, ancient table covered in all the essentials.

Rusted surgical tools. Silver blades of varying sharpness and unnecessary flair. Bones. Ritual chalk. Dried flowers. A jar labeled emotional residue. Three still-beating hearts in glass. A preserved hand making a rude gesture. Half a man’s face in a jar, I think? There’s glitter on it.

I blink.

“Mother has hobbies,” I mutter.

Grandmother too. I can feel them in the air—women who were hurricanes in human skin, who wore blood like perfume and knew the rules of the universe could be bent if you just whispered the right name.

I run my fingers across a cracked leather book, half-buried under a pile of yellowed parchment and broken chain links.

The Cycle of Thirteen.

I open it.

The pages practically hum under my fingers, like they recognize me. Witchblood. Third generation. In line for the gift. Or the curse. Or whatever this is.

“Each witch bears her own pattern of need. Some burn fast—three kills in three nights and the itch is silenced. Others draw it out for years. But the line always ends at thirteen. It must. Magic demands a limit.”

I keep reading.

“Once the thirteenth soul is taken, the magic shifts. It no longer eats away at the vessel. It becomes something else. Some say it settles. Some say it sleeps. Others claim it listens.”

Below the paragraph is a list. Names. Dates. Tally marks.

My mother’s name is there.

Thirteen neat lines.

Underneath, in faded ink:

“Still uses magic for heartbreaks and cheating boyfriends. Advised against long-term relationships.” I snort. Of course.

But what catches my eye isn’t the note on her post-cycle behavior.

It’s what isn’t written.

There’s no real answer.

No explanation of what it feels like to stop.

No confirmation that the itch ever truly goes away. Just a suggestion. A possibility.

I flip a few more pages. Notes from my grandmother. Doodles of blood runes. A spell labeled “For Removing Unwanted Souls (Emotionally or Otherwise).” A letter she must have sent to my mother, ending with: “You’re more like me than you know. Be careful with your daughter. She’ll be more like you than you want.”

Charming.

I run my finger down the list of their victims. Names I don’t recognize. People who were judged and taken and turned into numbers on a page. Souls turned into silence.

Thirteen.

Always thirteen.

And then what? Am I supposed to just… go back to algebra class and live a quiet life of pretending I don’t know how to rip someone’s aura out through their spine?

I close the book.

There’s something about this room that makes the air feel thicker. Not oppressive—but watchful. Like the ancestors are here, judging me silently from their spectral balconies.

I look at the table again. At the weapons. At the history of my bloodline laid out like a buffet of secrets.

And I wonder… What if I don’t stop at thirteen? What if I can’t? The thought should scare me.

It doesn’t.

Not nearly enough.

The air shifts behind me.

Not with a creak or a whisper, but with that low, instinctive pull you feel when something is watching you—right before the predator pounces.

Then her voice snakes through the room, smooth as candle wax and twice as warm.

“You were supposed to wait two more days for the key.” I spin so fast my boots squeak on the floorboards.

She’s standing in the entrance to the attic, framed by candlelight and moon-glow like a goddess in the wrong religion. Barefoot. Unbothered. Holding her half-empty wine bottle like it’s a bouquet.

Her lips curve.

“But,” she continues, stepping in, “I suppose the books were calling to you early. They do that, sometimes. Especially when the blood starts to warm.”

I should be embarrassed.

Caught red-handed, shoulder-deep in cursed family secrets.

But my mother doesn’t scold. She assesses. Observes. Decides if you’re worth indulging or correcting. Tonight, apparently, I’m worth indulging.

She walks to the center table and runs her fingers lovingly across the edge of an ancient leather-bound tome like she’s petting an old friend.

“Strong women always answer the call early,” she murmurs. “Your grandmother was thirteen when she found this place. Me? Fifteen. You’ve waited longer than either of us. I admire that restraint.” She turns to me with a smile that’s made more of shadow than joy. “I’m proud of you.”

I blink.

I don’t hear that from her. Not ever. Not when I summoned my first storm. Not when I reverse-cursed a neighbor who tried to steal our herbs. Not even when I made it to seventeen without leaving a body behind.

“You are part of a tradition, Salem. A lineage of women who will never be commanded. Never be caged. We take. We choose. We thrive.” She presses something cold into my palm.

Her attic key.

“It’s yours now,” she says, voice almost reverent. “I won’t be needing the space anymore. This space belongs to you now, I won't intrude unless you need me.” Something curls in my chest. Not quite pride. Not quite dread. Something warm and acidic, like drinking old wine too fast. Her eyes gleam with something sharp. “And if you need it for kills…” She gestures toward the far wall. A large cabinet, unremarkable. Probably older than both of us. “There’s a chute hidden behind that cabinet door. Padded, enchanted. Your grandmother had it installed when stairs became... inconvenient.”

I stare.

She grins, almost giddy.

“There’s a pulley system to bring up a body, and it’s wide enough to let gravity do the rest when it’s time to dispose of things. It’s very efficient. We used to joke that it was our own personal dumbwaiter of doom.” That earns a laugh from her. A real one. It echoes too loud in the room, bouncing off the books and relics like it doesn’t quite belong.

“I—” I start, but don’t know where I’m going with it.

She cuts me off gently. “You don’t have to be ready yet. But the house is. The books are. The magic is. And when it’s time, this space will know what to do.”

She walks to the stairs.

Pauses.

Looks over her shoulder, eyes a little darker.

“Just remember, Salem. The attic keeps secrets better than people do.”

Then she’s gone, disappearing down the stairs like a ghost in Chanel lipstick and blood-slick eyeliner.

I’m left holding the key. Standing in a murder cathedral built by women who never asked permission.

I stare at the cabinet.

At the books.

At the tools laid out like sacred instruments.

This place is mine now.

The legacy, the hunger, the history—etched in blood and bone.

And for the first time in my life, I don’t feel like the girl holding back a monster.

I feel like the girl who’s about to set it free.








  
  
Target Practice




School smells like dry shampoo, cafeteria meat, and fake enthusiasm. 

It’s Friday. Which means tomorrow is Saturday. Which means tomorrow is my eighteenth birthday.

Which means I finally get to kill someone.

I walk the halls with a slow, controlled pace. Not because I’m trying to look cool—I gave up on that somewhere around seventh grade—but because if I move too fast, the itch gets sharper. Clarence doesn’t like rushing. He likes the tension. The buildup.

We both do.

Homeroom is loud. Too loud. Desks scrape. Phones buzz. Someone in the back is arguing about whether a monster truck could take a velociraptor in a fight. (It can’t. Dinosaurs don’t wait for gear shifts.)

I slide into my seat—far back corner, near the emergency exit and the class skeleton named Greg. Greg’s the only one here who minds his business. Probably because he doesn’t have vocal cords.

The teacher’s not here yet.

Figures.

Ms. Whitmer’s either late or dead. I hope dead. Less paperwork.

I set my notebook on the desk, flipping past last night’s entry about the attic and stopping on a page where I’d doodled a set of eyes—sharp, wide, full of accusation. Heather’s, probably. I’d scribbled a sigil into one of the irises. If I traced it just right, it might give her pinkeye for a week.

Tempting.

The classroom door bursts open. Laughter pours in before the people behind it do.

Wyatt Morrison and his crew stumble in like they own the oxygen in this room. Dark ruffed up hair. Lazy grin. Letterman jacket that smells like gym socks and Axe body spray.

He’s everything I hate.

Loud. Confident. Naturally popular in that way people never question. He plays quarterback like he’s allergic to passing and still gets laid every weekend. I’m 90% sure he’s never read a full book unless it was court-ordered.

He’s also on my list.

I haven’t officially chosen him. But the list? He’s circled. Highlighted. Annotated with words like arrogant, predatory, and makes locker room jokes that cause spiritual decay.

As I go back to sketching something sharp and angry in the corner of my page, I hear it.

“Dude, don’t be a pussy—go talk to her.”

And then—

thud

Someone bumps into my desk. Hard.

My pen jumps across the page, drawing a black slash right through my ritual notes.

Wyatt lands awkwardly against the side of my table, catching himself with a palm and a sheepish grin.

“Whoa—sorry. My friends are assholes.”

I don’t say anything.

Mostly because I’m weighing the pros and cons of stabbing him in the jugular with my pen.

Pros:


	Immediate satisfaction.


	Clarence would purr.


	Less hallway traffic forever.





Cons:


	Blood spatter is hard to clean out of hoodies.


	I would probably have to murder everyone in this class to get away with it.


	My birthday is tomorrow. It would technically be early.





His grin flickers when I don’t respond.

“I didn’t mean to—uh—you’re Salem, right?”

I lift my gaze slowly. Look him in the eye.

He blinks. That confident swagger in his posture shrinks a little. Just enough to notice.

Everyone thinks I’m just the goth girl. The one who wears combat boots in summer and probably owns more tarot decks than friends. They don’t really believe I’m a witch.

They think it’s a vibe. A phase. A fashion choice made under the influence of The Craft and body glitter. They don’t know what I am. They don’t know what I can do.

But sometimes, just sometimes, they feel it.

And Wyatt? He feels it now.

He steps back, rubbing the back of his neck. “Right. Okay. Uh, sorry again.”

He heads back to his friends. They laugh. He tries to laugh with them, but it’s off. A little too forced. I stare at the line his hand left on my desk.

And I smile.

One more day.

Just one.

Then I won’t need to hold back anymore.

I watch Wyatt settle into his seat like nothing happened. Like he didn’t just jostle my desk and activate a deep, primal urge to hex his lungs shut.

He leans back in his chair, laughs too loudly at something one of his meathead friends says, and tosses a crumpled piece of paper into the trash from across the room.

He misses.

The itch stirs in my spine again. A slow scrape along the inside of my ribs, like something waking up and stretching after a long nap. It’s not just anger. It’s need. It’s ritual and hunger and bone-deep instinct whispering, “Soon.”

I imagine driving my pen straight into his neck. Quick. Clean. The kind of violence that blooms like a red flower on white linoleum floors. I picture the shock in his eyes. The silence that would follow. The feeling of release.

But I don’t do it.

Not yet.

Because tomorrow is my birthday. Tomorrow is mine. And he might have just been moved to the top of my list.

Ms. Whitmer finally walks in ten minutes late with coffee and no regrets. She doesn’t apologize. Just sighs at our existence and starts writing something on the board about kinetic energy.

Which is ironic.

Because I have a lot of it and no legal way to use it until the clock strikes midnight and my personal horror movie begins.

“Turn to chapter six,” she drones. “Try to pretend it won’t be on the quiz.”

Pages rustle.

Chairs squeak.

Wyatt twists in his seat and glances back at me. Just for a second. A flicker of curiosity. A quick peek at the weird girl in the corner he was dared to talk to.

Maybe he thinks I’m some harmless cliché. A sad girl in black with too much eyeliner and a death obsession. Maybe he thinks I’m the kind of girl who writes poetry about cemeteries and wants to be saved.

He has no idea.

Tomorrow, he’ll be mine.

Not because of the dare. Not because of the bump.

Because he deserves it.

He’s not a good person. I’ve watched. I’ve seen the way he treats people when no one’s looking. The fake smiles. The manipulation. The casual cruelty masked as charm. The way he makes girls feel like they’re lucky to have his attention—right up until he decides they’re not.

I’ve heard the rumors.

I’ve heard the truths buried under them.

Clarence hums. Pleased.

He agrees.

He always does.


      [image: ]The bell rings. I don’t move. I let the room empty around me like smoke clearing after a fire.

Wyatt leaves with his friends, slapping shoulders, grinning like he hasn’t already been chosen.

Tomorrow, I’ll carve that smile right off.

I close my notebook.

There’s a drawing on the page I don’t remember sketching. His face. Smirking. With hollow eyes and a crown of thorns made of rib bones.

Underneath it, I’ve written:

Subject: Wyatt Morrison

Method: Ritual bloodletting (binding variation)

Notes: Deserving. Arrogant. Will look better in red.

I tap the page. One more day. And he’ll know what it’s like to be seen. Not the golden boy. Not the center of the room.

Just another name in my book.

Another itch to be scratched.


      [image: ]The walk home feels longer today.

Maybe it’s because every step drags with the weight of almost. Almost eighteen. Almost free. Almost ready to shed this skin I’ve been crawling in for years.

The wind bites at my cheeks. My boots scuff against cracked pavement. The sky is the color of a fading bruise, that deep violet before the night bleeds all the way in.

I should be excited.

And I am.

But also, I’m buzzing with something sour. A prickle under my skin. Not quite doubt. Not quite dread.

Maybe it’s just the waiting.

The door creaks when I push it open. Inside, the house smells like rosemary, wine, and ozone—storm magic. Mom’s been casting again.

She’s in the kitchen, humming and arranging candles in what looks suspiciously like a protection circle around a pile of cupcakes.

“Happy Almost-Birthday!” she calls out without looking up. “Tomorrow’s the big day. Did you sleep with your knives under your pillow like I told you?”

“I keep one in my boot,” I mutter, setting my bag down. “You know, for emergencies. And math class.”

She laughs. “That’s my girl.” She actually looks giddy. Practically vibrating. It’s the most maternal I’ve seen her in months. She lights another candle with a flick of her fingers and finally turns to face me.

“I bet the itch is screaming,” she says, almost too brightly.

I nod. “It’s been trying to possess my spine since Wednesday.”

“Well, good. That means you’re right on track.” But then—of course—her smile fades. The shine in her eyes dims just enough to make me want to punch a wall. “There are still rules.”

My shoulders drop.

“Oh, come on. You couldn't have told me earlier?”

“Salem,” she says, holding up a finger like she’s conjuring the Ghost of Disappointment Future, “the Council has restrictions. You must be over eighteen. Technically, you can’t perform any soul-binding rituals until the day after your birthday. And there are… guidelines.”

I throw my arms out. “You never follow guidelines.”

She shrugs like she’s above mortal law. “I’m an adult. I’ve earned exemptions. You’re still on probation.”

I grind my teeth. “What are the other rules?”

She starts listing them off like she’s reading from a PTA-approved bloodletting handbook.  “No killing anyone you know. No killing someone you’ve spoken to. No killing someone you go to school with, live near, or who works in your daily vicinity. The kill must be spiritually justified, ritually sealed, and not personally motivated.”

I stare at her.

Deadpan.

Mouth open. Blinking.

“You’re joking.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

“This is bullshit!” I shout, louder than I meant to. “I’ve had my list for months. I’ve been planning this since last year. I know who I want, I know how, I even picked the damn night. And now you’re telling me I can’t pick someone I actually know?”

“You want to get arrested? Hunted? Cursed?” she snaps. “Because that’s how witches disappear. The Council tracks recklessness. They don’t care if you’re ready. They care if you’re sloppy.”

I slam my fist on the table, rattling the cupcake tray and snuffing out three candles. “I’m not sloppy. I’m prepared. This isn’t some weird little fantasy, Mom. This is me. This is the one thing I’ve ever felt certain about, and now you’re trying to smother it with rules?”

She stares at me for a moment. Cold. Regal. Ancient. Not a mother. A force. “You will follow the rules, Salem,” she says softly, “or you will face the consequences of what happens when our kind disrespects the balance. You are not above magic. It gave you the hunger, but it can just as easily take everything else.”

It’s too much.

Too many years of waiting.

Too many lists rewritten.

Too many dark daydreams and bleeding notebooks and twitching fingers just to be told no.

I turn on my heel, snatching my coat and slamming the front door behind me.

The night air is cold and bitter. Perfect.

I storm down the porch steps into the dark, my boots hitting the pavement like war drums. The wind catches my hair. The stars blink above me like they’re watching.

I don’t know where I’m going.

I just know I need to go.

Because if I stay in that house one more second, I might explode. And if I explode, someone dies.

And apparently, that’s against the rules.
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The cold seeped into my bones about a mile ago, but I didn’t stop. The streetlights are few and far between out here, glowing like sickly stars. The night is the kind of quiet that hums just under the skin, like something’s waiting to be pulled loose.

I drag my fingers along a rusted chain-link fence as I pass it, the metal vibrating with every step like it’s whispering “Almost. Almost. Almost.”

Mom’s voice still echoes in my skull.

You will follow the rules, Salem.

No killing people I know.

No one from school.

No one I’ve spoken to?

It’s ridiculous. I’ve spent months building my list. Planning. Dreaming. Fantasizing about how I’d do it—how it would feel when the itch finally melted into peace.

And now?

Now I’m expected to pick some random faceless stranger?

Where’s the satisfaction in that?

The wind shifts, and with it comes a sound—soft, distant, rhythmic.

I stop.

Listen.

A soft thump. Then another.

I follow it, hand instinctively drifting toward the knife in my boot.

Not because I’m expecting trouble.

Because I want it.

I grip the handle as I move, sliding the blade free with a quiet hiss of leather and steel. I tuck it under my sleeve, my fingers curled loosely around the hilt.

The sound leads me to a park. Empty. Half the streetlamps here are dead, casting long, skeletal shadows across empty picnic tables and a rusting slide. The playground looks like something out of a horror movie.

But the sound isn’t coming from the playground.

It’s coming from the basketball court just beyond it.

The court’s lit by two overhead lights—flickering, half-blown, buzzing with the kind of energy that feels more ritual than recreational.

And in the center of it, dribbling a ball like the world doesn’t exist outside this cracked slab of concrete—

Is Wyatt Morrison.

Of course.

Of course it’s him.

He’s in a hoodie and sweatpants, hair messy, face a little flushed from exertion. He’s alone, moving like someone trying to outrun thoughts that won’t shut up. He takes a shot. Misses. Curses under his breath. Grabs the rebound. Tries again.

I don’t move.

Because something pulls at me.

Not just Clarence.

Not just the itch.

Something more.

A thread between us, taut and invisible, humming in time with my heartbeat. Fate. Magic. Or just a sick sense of irony.

I step out from the shadows, sliding the knife further up my sleeve but keeping my grip firm.

Wyatt sees me and jumps slightly, ball slipping from his hands.

He stares.

Then—

“Oh. Hey.” He wipes his hand on his hoodie, awkward but not hostile. “Didn’t think anyone else would be out here.”

I shrug. “Didn’t think you played alone.”

He kicks the ball toward the sideline and grabs a water bottle from the ground. “Couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d wear myself out.” I stay at the edge of the court, just outside the light. Watching him. He eyes me. “You play?”

I arch a brow. “Do I look like I play basketball?”

He grins. “I dunno. You’ve got the scowl of a power forward.” I walk a little closer, slow and deliberate. The blade under my sleeve is warm against my skin. A secret between us.

“You’ve got a lot of balls being out here alone,” I say, voice flat.

He raises a brow. “Yeah?”

I gesture lazily toward the basketball. “I counted at least one.”

He laughs. Genuinely. And somehow, that makes it worse.

I want him to flinch. To be uncomfortable. I want him to know what I am. What I could do. But he just stands there, sweat-damp and grinning like I’m the most interesting thing to happen to his evening.

“Didn’t think you were the type to wander around parks at night,” he says.

“I’m full of surprises.”

He nods slowly. “Guess so.”

The wind picks up again. The light above us flickers once. Twice. Holds steady.

He dribbles the ball again and shoots. It bounces off the rim and rolls my way. I trap it with my foot, then nudge it back toward him without breaking eye contact.

“You know,” he says, catching it, “you’re not as scary as people say.”

I smirk.

“You’re not as smart as people pretend you are.”

Another laugh. “Fair enough.”

And for a moment, it’s quiet.

Just the two of us, standing in a pool of flickering light in the middle of a dead park, pretending we’re just regular teenagers instead of what we really are.

He, the golden boy.

Me, the girl with a knife under her sleeve and a birthday tomorrow.

I feel the itch shift.

I feel Clarence purr.

And I wonder—

Will he laugh like that when the blood starts?

Will he still smile when I carve his name into my legacy?

I hope so. The ball bounces once between us. Then again. Then still.

Wyatt steps closer, just inside my bubble of control.

He’s got that lopsided grin again—the one boys like him wear when they think confidence is a charm spell.

“You know,” he says, voice low and casual, “you’re not like… popular. But you’re… pretty.”

I blink. Not because I’m flattered.

But because I’m stunned by the sheer audacity of the mediocrity standing in front of me. He takes my silence as an invitation—like every man who’s ever mistaken being tolerated for being wanted.

“If you’re looking for something,” he adds, inching just a little too close, “I could be that. For you.”

My mouth twitches.

“Oh?” I say. “That?”

He shrugs like it’s the most reasonable offer in the world. “I mean, if you’re lonely. No one else is lining up. Do you even have friends?” Something cold slithers down my spine.

“I have a friend,” I snap.

He chuckles. “Yeah. The weird guy in IT class? The one who talks to his keyboard and smells like printer toner? He doesn’t count.”

I blink. Once. Slowly.

He just insulted the only person I actually tolerate. The only one who’s helped me adjust hex algorithms, who lent me a cursed USB for a possession spell last semester, and who—unlike everyone else—never asked what was wrong with me.

“You know what really doesn’t count?” I say softly. “Your opinion.”

Wyatt rolls his eyes and laughs again, and I want to smash it off his face. “I’m just saying,” he says, gesturing vaguely between us, “it’s not like any of the guys at school would date you. Don’t you want to know what it feels like?”

He says it like a dare. Like a promise.

Like sex is something he can hand out like Halloween candy.

But all I can think is—

What would it feel like to stab him?

The image explodes in my mind. Not in a dreamy, imaginative way—but visceral. Immediate. Bright red and pulsing.

My hand moves before I even know what it’s doing.

The knife slips from under my sleeve, smooth as breath.

And I stab him.

Right in the chest.

Not quite the heart.

But close.

He gasps—loud, shocked, wet—and stumbles back, hand clamping over the wound like he’s trying to hold in the reality of what just happened.

I stare.

My chest is rising and falling too fast.

My skin is tingling.

And Clarence—oh, Clarence is purring now. Deep. Heavy. Satisfied.

It’s not an explosion.

It’s a release.

Like popping a blister you didn’t know was full of fire.

Wyatt stumbles and collapses backward, hitting the court with a dull, echoing thud.

I move on instinct.

No thought.

Just hunger.

I climb on top of him, straddling his hips like I’m riding out the rage.

His eyes are wide—shocked, afraid, very much still here—and I raise the knife again.

And stab.

Again.

And again.

And again.

The sound is awful.

Flesh giving way. Bone catching. Blood hitting pavement in hot, dark splashes.

And all I feel is…

Light.

Not joy.

Not glee.

But freedom.

The pressure is gone.

The burning under my ribs—gone.

Clarence is humming lullabies in my veins, the hunger satisfied for the first time since I was twelve.

I look down at Wyatt’s face—still. His mouth open in a final shape of what the fuck.

My heart thuds once.

Then slows.

I climb off him slowly, covered in red, the knife still warm in my hand.

And for the first time in my life—

I’m not dreaming about the kill.

I’ve done it.

And I feel…

Perfect.
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Istand there, frozen, the weight of what I’ve just done sinking in like blood through cloth. 

Then I pull out my phone with shaking fingers.

11:47 PM.

My heart stops. Not midnight.

Not technically my birthday.

Not the moment I was supposed to wait for. The cold air hits harder all of a sudden. My stomach flips like a dying fish.

“Shit.”

Does it matter?

I mean—yeah. Probably. My mom talks about timing like it’s the spine of the spell. Like the magic has to want you before it’ll work.

But Wyatt was a stranger, right? I mean, barely an acquaintance. And he pissed me off. And I waited all this time. Close enough, right?

Besides, it’s not like I can un-stab him.

Still. Just in case…

I crouch down beside his body. His blood is already cooling on the court, pooling around him in lazy spirals like it’s not in a rush anymore. I wipe my palm on the concrete, then smear a quick sigil across his chest with my fingers.

Okay. The words.

The enchantment. The soul-release. What did the book say again?

I close my eyes and whisper:

“Sanguine ductus, anima vinclis. Hostia facta, ligare voluntas. Absorbere meum, servare legatum.” Blood offered, soul bound. Victim chosen, will secured. Absorb into me, preserve the legacy.

Maybe. I think.

It sounded right in my head.

I open one eye.

Wyatt’s body glows—just faintly. Like static across skin. A pulse. A flicker.

Then…

Nothing.

No screaming souls. No ghosts clawing through the veil. Just silence and the slow, echoing drip of blood down the court’s painted lines.

Good enough.

Magic’s messy like that. It either works or it doesn’t. If I’ve accidentally unleashed a soul-splintering curse on myself, I’m sure Mom will scream about it tomorrow.

Satisfied—maybe—I stand and take stock.

My clothes are soaked. My hoodie is black, so it hides most of it, but my sleeves are sticky. There’s blood under my fingernails. In my hair, probably. But it’s dark. The streets are empty.

And honestly?

I don’t look that different from every other night I come home looking like the crypt keeper.

I wipe my blade off on Wyatt’s hoodie—he won’t be needing it—then slide it back into my boot with a smooth motion I’ve practiced for years in the mirror.

No ceremony.

No final words.

Just... done.

I pull my hood up, burying my face in shadow. The cold feels less now.

Lighter.

I leave him there under the flickering court lights—Wyatt Morrison, bleeding into concrete like just another mistake.

And I walk home. Not as Salem the Weird. Not as the Witch Girl. But as something new.
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I don’t bother with the front door. Too loud. Too many creaks. Instead, I climb the side fence like I’ve done a hundred times, scrape my palm on the same broken slat near the top, and drop silently into the side yard.

My boots leave red prints on the patio. Not enough to see in the dark. Probably.

Still.

I glance behind me once.

The world is quiet.

Too quiet. Not eerie. Just... still.

Inside, the kitchen is silent. My mother’s half-drunk wine bottle sits on the counter like a warning. The candles are out. The cupcakes untouched.

She’s either asleep or pretending to be.

Either way, I don’t want her to see me like this. I don't need the questions.

Not yet.

I move barefoot now. Boots in my hands. Jacket hanging off one arm. Blood clinging in patches, some dried, some tacky.

My hands are red. My sleeves soaked through. There's even blood on my collarbone—how did it get there?

But my heart?

Silent.

No itch. No burn. No chaos humming in the background like a swarm of wasps waiting to sting.

Just… silence.

Like someone’s turned off a static channel in my brain that I didn’t even realize was playing at full volume. No Clarence. 

I’ve never felt this way before.

Not once.

My entire life has been loud. Inside. Always twitching. Always simmering. Always one wrong look or laugh away from snapping.

But now?

Nothing.

Not emptiness. Not numbness.

Just... peace.

I slip into the bathroom and switch on the light once the door is completely closed.

I lock the door, strip quickly, and drop everything into the tub. Hoodie. Shirt. Bra. Pants. The blade from my boot clatters against the porcelain before I reach in and collect it, setting it gently on the edge of the sink.

The blood’s started to dry on my thighs. Flaked at my elbows. There’s a smear across my stomach like a painted bruise.

I step into the shower.

The tile is cold under my feet.

I turn on the water—hot. Scalding. Steam rises immediately, fogging the mirror across the room, swallowing everything in a blur.

I stand under the stream and let it hit me full force.

The blood runs in ribbons down my legs, swirling into the drain like watercolors on canvas. Red. Then pink. Then pale.

My hands tremble slightly.

But not from fear.

Just from sensation.

Because I feel everything.

And nothing.

The water beats against my shoulders, but inside, it’s still. Like a snow globe that finally stopped shaking. No voices. No urges. No visions of skin splitting or rituals unraveling.

Just me.

For the first time in forever, I’m only me.

Is this what normal people feel like all the time?

This weightless clarity?

No wonder they’re so boring.

I lean my forehead against the tile. It’s cool, grounding. I close my eyes and let the water strip everything away.

The blood. The adrenaline. The girl I was three hours ago.

I imagine it all sliding off my skin, down the drain, into the void.

There’s no guilt. No remorse. Only awe.

Because I did it.

And it worked.

And I’m still standing.

Still breathing.

Still... whole.

I glance down.

There’s blood under my fingernails. Deep in the creases of my knuckles. It takes scrubbing to get it out. My skin turns pink. Then red. Then raw.

Still I scrub.

Until there's nothing left but me.

Just Salem.

The girl with a blade in her boot and silence in her bones.

The water stops with a shuddering clunk in the pipes.

Steam curls around me like a veil, thick and humid, softening the edges of everything. I step out of the shower slowly, toes against the cold tile. My skin is flushed from the heat, but the room feels like it’s dropped ten degrees.

I grab a towel and wrap it around myself, still dripping, heart still calm.

And then I see her shadow, so with a sigh I unlock the bathroom door.

She’s leaning against the threshold, arms crossed, glass of wine in one hand like it never left her grip. Her reflection is already in the mirror, staring at me through the fog like she never left the room.

Mom.

Of course.

“I saw the blood,” she says softly, a smile curling at the edge of her mouth. “On the patio. On the floorboards. You tracked it in.”

I freeze.

She doesn’t sound angry.

She sounds... impressed.

“Did you kill, Salem?”

I hold her gaze for a long moment. My throat feels dry, but my voice is steady.

“Yes.”

Her eyes sparkle.

“After midnight?”

There’s the question.

The line.

The law.

The rule.

I lie.

“Yes.”

Her smile splits into something wild and bright and so deeply unhinged it almost feels holy.

“Oh, my girl,” she says, setting the wine glass down and stepping closer. Her eyes shine like stars about to collapse. “My sweet little shadow. My beautiful, dangerous creature. You’ve finally done it.” She brushes a wet strand of hair from my face, her fingers warm and gentle in a way she almost never is. “You’ve grown up.”

I don’t move.

I let her look at me like I’m something sacred.

Something she built.

“The blood trail’s already been cleansed,” she murmurs. “I could smell it. Just a faint trace. I banished it before the neighbors could even blink.” Of course she did. “I had hoped you’d wait,” she adds, “but I knew it would happen exactly when you needed it to. The itch doesn’t like being denied too long, does it?”

I say nothing.

She laughs softly and presses her forehead to mine like we’re sharing some secret only witches understand.

“How do you feel?”

I pause.

And I answer honestly.

“Still.”

She leans back, cupping my cheeks in her hands.

“That’s it,” she whispers. “That’s the power settling. That peace in your chest? That silence? That’s magic answering you. That’s what it feels like to become.”

I swallow hard.

She kisses my forehead.

“You’re not a child anymore, Salem. You’re a Whitlock woman now. And this world? It has no idea what’s coming.” She steps back, retrieves her glass, and walks toward the door. "Happy birthday, darling,” she purrs. “Try not to kill again too soon. Let the soul bond finish first. Let it… marinate.”

And just like that, she’s gone.

Leaving me standing in the fog.

Clean.

Empty.

And more powerful than I’ve ever been.
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Not like this.

I always thought peace would feel like a spell—some heavy thing cast over me with incense and chants and maybe a string of prayer beads made from teeth.

But it turns out?

It feels like silence.

No buzz behind my eyes. No nails scratching at the walls inside my ribs. No whispering, no twitching, no hunger.

Just... quiet.

I’m lying on my bed in my favorite oversized sleep shirt—black, faded, full of holes and attitude. It says Hex You Very Much across the front in blood-red cursive. Very on brand.

My hair’s still damp from the shower, and I’ve already wiped down the tub, burned the blood-stained clothes in the backyard incinerator, and hidden my knife back in its velvet sheath under my pillow. The floor is clean. My conscience is nonexistent. The soul is—hopefully—bound.

Clarence is asleep. Or dead. Either way, he’s finally shut up.

I look around my room, lit only by the gentle glow of a single salt lamp, and for the first time since I was a kid, I feel safe in my own body.

I crawl under the layers of my enormous poofy blanket—the one that makes me feel like I’m being swallowed by a marshmallow possessed by a demon that just wants me to nap. It’s warm. Heavy. Perfect.

I sink into it with a deep sigh.

And for a minute, I think—

This is it.

This is the first real sleep I’ve ever had.

I close my eyes.

I smile.

Then—

A voice.

Too loud. Too close. Too male.

“Wow. You’re hot.”

My eyes fly open.

I sit up so fast I nearly catapult out of bed, clutching the blanket to my chest.

And there.

Standing at the foot of my bed.

Dripping.

Covered in blood.

Smiling like I didn’t just stab him in the chest and use his corpse as a human canvas—

Is Wyatt Morrison.

Still smug. Still pretty. Still way too alive for someone I’m 98% sure I murdered less than three hours ago.

I don’t scream.

But I do stare.

Because what the actual fuck.
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