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The Blasting Company – Prelude


Sleep Token – Give


Ghost – Mary on a Cross


Heart – Magic Man


Austin Giorgio – Dangerous Hands


Florence + the Machine – Which Witch


Hozier - Francesca


Fall (Ghost Synth) – Stardew Valley


Kate Bush – Running Up That Hill (A Deal With God)


Echo & the Bunnymen – The Killing Moon


Girl in Red – We Fell in Love in October


Hozier – NFWMB


Bring Me The Horizon – Follow You


Sleep Token – The Night Does Not Belong To God


The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt – Child of Elder Blood

















  
  





Body horror 


Blood & Gore & Violence


Extreme Pining


FMMC with high anxiety 


Negative Self Talk


Drug Use 


Breath play











  
  





To everyone who likes their bad-boy's a little bratty


and who like to be choked consensually.


Enjoy, Kitten.
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This was not how her night was supposed to go.

The weird beast screamed a piercing otherworldly yowl that sliced through the night. Its foxlike head thrashed, trying to remove the glowing blade from its eye. Razor-sharp teeth snapped and snarled as it flailed. Claws reached for the other blade in its shoulder, unable to reach the spot despite the beast being nearly eight feet tall

Amity watched in horror, her body shaking uncontrollably. Her breath leaving her in short, hot puffs of smoke in the freezing air. She didn’t even feel him shaking her until rough, ringed hands grabbed her face, forcing her to look into those beautiful blue glowing eyes.

“Move, Amity!”

He pulled her back through the mouth of the alley and down the abandoned, unlit city streets. Amity’s back hit the icy brick wall, scratching her skin through her shirt.

The man towered over her, one hand gripping his bleeding side and while the other leaned above her to support his weight. She glanced down at the fresh blood seeping out onto the dark pavement. It was almost ridiculous to think how only a few days ago she smacked into him for the first time, spilling coffee all over his clean white shirt, which miraculously ended with him asking her out on a first date.

“I told you to stay inside tonight. Why didn’t you listen?” Those glowing eyes bore into her, illuminating his gorgeous, scuffed-up face. Even with blood staining the edge of his mouth, Luka was still the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen.

“I . . .” she began in a shaky voice. She took in a breath, giving her brain the time it needed to cut through her paralyzing anxiety. “How the hell was I supposed to know there was some kind of m-monster. Just what the fuck was that thing?!”

“Why couldn’t you just stay,” he muttered through gritted teeth, pressing harder into the wall. Did he even hear her? She glanced at his now-bloodstained white shirt. 

Fuck, that looks like it really hurts!

Her eyes widened, piecing back together the events, as he initial shock faded, from the moment she first stumbled down the dark alleyway to now.

“You were asking it for something,” she said. He took in a sharp breath. “You were asking if it had a message for you. What was it?” 

Luka was silent. His breathing grew heavier. 

Brown eyes narrowed on him. 

“What the hell do you need from some weird fox monster?” she demanded, pushing her shock. “Answer me—hey!”

Quickly she grabbed his limp body as it fell, pulling it toward her. She struggled beneath his tall stature, adjusting his weight over her shoulders. He groaned loudly.

This was not how her night was supposed to go.

She was supposed to be at home with her cat. Curled up in a ball of blankets with a hot cup of autumn tea and her smutty book. She sneaked a glance at him. 

His body was hot against her, consuming her in a fiery heat against the chill of the night, and in the sweet smell she had been craving since she first ran into him. Seasalt and sandalwood. She felt her cheeks flush.

“What the fuck did I get myself into?”








  
  [image: ]




  
  



















Four days earlier.

A high-pitched yowl tore Amity out of her nightmare, sending her into a half-dazed panic. Her body propelled upright, sending her layered blankets in disarray along with the book that was covering her face as she slept across the room. Her hand went to her racing heart, trying to force it to slow down as she tried to find the source of the sound. 

Golden cat eyes stared at her through a mound of black fur.

“Freaya, it’s not breakfast time yet.” The words fell out of her mouth in a long exhale. Remnants of a nightmare evaporated. Disappearing from her brain’s reach.

Another one of her cat’s yowls rang through the apartment in response, followed by several dings from her phone charging on the nightstand.

Amity yawned loudly and reached for it. Her eyes widened as she read the texts from her coworker.

She jumped out of bed, scattering its many decorative pillows onto the floor. 

“I forgot I was opening today!”

Frantically she tore off her pajamas, grabbed a pair of semi-clean-looking jeans out of the hamper and a dark shirt out of her dresser, and dressed. It wasn’t until her shirt was over her bonnet before she realized she forgot her bra. The most important thing!

By the time Amity was able to properly dress herself, fifteen minutes had gone by.

An aggressive meow came from the kitchen.

“Fuck fuck fuck!” she muttered, finishing off her mascara and throwing her bonnet onto the floor of the bathroom, her hair tumbling down in a cascade of long frizzy curls.

Quickly she refilled Freaya’s food and water bowls, much to her pet’s foul attitude.

Her stomach growled loudly when she opened her fridge. Amity was immediately disappointed but not at all surprised to find nothing to eat. Pulling on her shoes, she made a mental note to eat at the coffee shop . . . for the fifth time this week.

“Goodbye, Freaya, I love you, watch the house!” Just before she was about to close the door Amity turned on her heel remembering her phone, wallet, and keys, but most importantly her book.

“Ah!” 

She ran back into her room in tiptoed sprints. Once her discarded book was in her hands, she grabbed her other essentials, shoved what she could into her pockets, and ran out the door. She didn’t even realize she forgot her jacket until the brisk mid-October wind nearly sent her flying through downtown Hartford.

“This is ridiculous, Connecticut has cold autumns but this is insane!”

Amity tried desperately to retie her hair up in a bun as she power walked down the dim, foggy street, becoming more frustrated with each failed attempt. She tried shoving her book under her arm, in her shirt, her already-tight waistband of her pants. She finally clutched the worn paperback between her legs, stopping the brief few seconds to tie her hair up. 

The streetlights flickered above her a few times before turning off completely, adding to her frustration.

“Great, now it’s cold, dark, and foggy! Perfect combo for a single millennial woman walking alone.” If she had the time, she would be a little freaked out by all that, but she didn’t have time.

Her fingers scrambled but finally she was able to throw her hair into a messy bun. She smiled at the brief success and picked up her speed. She was almost there! Just around the corner and—BAM!

She smacked face first into a wall, or at least it felt like a wall, and something splashed onto her. Is that coffee?

“What the hell?” came a gruff voice. 

Amity wiped the still-warm liquid splashed on her face and on—her eyes widened—the most pristine white T-shirt she had ever seen. Or at least it would be if it wasn’t splashed with black coffee. 

“Oh my god, I am so sorry!”

She scrambled to pick up the discarded cup and her book that flew out of her hand upon impact.

“I’m so so sorry! I was running late and I wasn’t looking and I really have to go.” Frantic fingers pushed the half-empty cup back into his hands and straightened his jacket. She was so frazzled she barely caught a glance of his face. Only the briefest glimpse at his blueish-green eyes. 

“I’ll make you a new one I promise. Come to Halley’s right down this street.” 

“Wait a minute—”

“I’m really sorry. I’m super fucking late. I’ll make it up to you! Promise.”

She yelled, running farther down the street and fighting against the whipping wind. If he called out to her again, she didn’t hear him.

Amity flung the door open, drawing the attention of the long line huddled inside of her parents’ coffee and bookshop.

“Sammy! I’m here!” she wheezed, clutching onto the doorframe like her life depended on its support. I really need to get in shape. Running was not her strong suit. Cardio was her enemy.

Sammy, a full woman in her forties with short vibrant pink hair and reading glasses hanging slightly crooked on her nose, peered around the line from behind the counter.

“Jesus, kid, what the hell happened to you?”

Amity practically flung herself onto the end of the countertop as she tried to catch her breath. She patted her face dry in the back wall mirror. Sammy was right, she looked like hell.

“I’m so sorry, Sammy, I was reading and I must’ve fallen asleep and didn’t hear my alarm—”

“Tell me all about it later, kid, right now we have customers.”

She pulled her apron over her head and retied her windblown hair.

Great start to the day, Amity. Just fucking great.

The sun slowly crept in through the shop’s windows as the line dwindled from an overwhelmingly long to somewhat manageable occupancy. Despite the literal run-in she had this morning due to her oversleeping, the fact she’d gotten an already-angry finance bro’s coffee order wrong, the seemingly endless businessmen and women who all had 8:00 a.m. meetings, and the swarm of yogi’s before their seven o’clock class, everything was pretty smooth. Everything except her hair.

She narrowed her eyes at her reflection on the back wall mirror. The messy bun she had thrown it into was quickly unraveling. Loose dark curls were sticking out in all directions, making her look like some witch that crawled out of someone’s nightmares.

I bet you’re getting a big laugh at this, huh?

If her hair could talk back she imagined it would say yes with a wide, amused smile.

Why won’t you ever do as you’re told? It’s like you have a mind of your own!

Amity tucked a frustratingly frizzy curl behind her ear before finishing off the cappuccino she was working on.

She sighed haughtily before placing it on the pickup counter. Stupid hair.

She turned and stole a quick bite from the muffin she had hid on the back counter beside her book. Her glorious, wonderful, filthy book.

A romance novel incorporating the Norse gods. As she stole another bite, a blush crept onto her cheeks remembering the part she was at before she passed out the night before. She imagined the God of Mischief’s voice dark and husky as he whispered terrible sweet things into the heroine’s ear. Her cheeks darkened. The things that man has said! Amity could never imagine a man saying those kinds of things to her! They were too bold, too dirty, and just absolutely fucking irresistible.

Her lips pressed together dejectedly. She’d had a few relationships in the past but none of them ever lasted more than a few months. Never long enough to try out anything even remotely close to the things mentioned in her books, like light choking or playing around with being dominant or submissive. Not even something as simple as dirty talk! She’d always wanted to try those things but, in the end, decided that only a month of dating was too soon to ask for those things if she ever calmed her nerves and knocked up the courage to ask for them. They probably would’ve laughed and made fun of me even if I did ask for those things.

She bit into her lip, shaking away the thoughts and fresh embarrassment and focused back on her book. Much like the heroine of the story who had a new necklace made out of the god’s fingerprints, this book had her by the throat. 

She only had a few hundred pages left; if she really sat down, she could have it done in a day or two. Maybe.

A brisk tap on the shoulder dragged her out of her thoughts.

“Amity, I need to pee like a racehorse, take over the last few customers for me?”

“On it.” But if she were being honest, she’d rather be cozied up in one of those old leather chairs.

How Amity managed to help the rest of the line without Sammy was a miracle beyond her understanding. Besides one of her regulars, a well-dressed redhead, she didn’t remember anyone else. Luckily their order tickets printed out automatically, otherwise she would’ve forgotten those too. No, her mind was occupied by the worn pages that sat beside her, just begging to be opened. To be read. To take every ounce of her attention. 

A smile came to her face as she hoped for the time when her shift was over and she could curl up in bed with those pages. Maybe she would even use her favorite toy as she read . . .

A low voice pulled her out of her thoughts.

“Ah! I’m sorry, what was that?” She practically shouted, finally noticing the new person in line.

“I said we just keep running into each other don’t we?”

His voice traveled across her skin, leaving small bumps in its wake. Amity’s eyes widened as they collided with cyan. The eyes of a god. 

She gaped at him.

“What?” she asked, slightly tilting her head to the side. Completely stunted by the mysterious bad boy.

Was it possible for someone’s brain to just stop working? Cause that’s what just happened.

“You don’t remember me?”

Something flashed across those beautiful eyes, but it was too quick to catch. 

Besides, who could forget a face like that? Those cheekbones, that sharp jaw, those perfect lips, that cool nose ring. That face was handsome and screamed “mischief”. He opened his leather jacket, revealing his white T-shirt. A once crisp white that was now stained with dark coffee . . . thanks to her.

Oh fuck! I smacked face first into the hottest man I’ve ever seen and doused him in his own coffee. 

“It’s you!” She smiled nervously. Her voice came out a little too loudly and in a high pitch.

And now I’m yelling. Great. Job. Amity. If he wasn’t pissed off before, he sure as hell will be now.

The man laughed, running a tattooed hand over the top and longer half of his dark hair that was pulled back into a braid. Her curiosity peaked. Was it a vine? A snake? Amity made a mental note to get a better look at it soon.

“So you do remember me.” He smirked.

That laugh seemed to melt her nerves. 

“Yes! I am so sorry about this morning! What can I get for you? Black coffee right? I think that’s what you had.” Relief rushed through her, making her words tumble into something that sounded like one continuous thought rather than complete sentences.

He turned his head slightly, biting his bottom lip to stifle another laugh, giving her a perfect view of his undercut that began at the top of his ears.

“Yes, a black coffee would be nice.”

Amity smiled up at him and rang up his order before immediately canceling it.

“I’ll grab that for you right away.”

Her face fell when she turned and caught her reflection in the mirror.

Right. I look like some witch that crawled out of someone’s nightmares.

Quickly she tied her hair back, taming some of her frazzled curls.

“What do I owe you?” he asked, following her down the counter as she made his coffee.

“Oh no, please. After crashing into you this morning, it’s the least I can do.” She smiled; feeling his eyes on her. Her smile widened as she remembered how great her ass looked in her jeans. Maybe that will distract him from the fact I look like hell, she thought hopefully.

“Here you are.” She smiled, sliding the coffee across the counter. His eyes glinted with mischief as they slowly tracked from the coffee cup to her open gray henley and then up to her big brown eyes.

“Tell you what,” he began. He plucked the pen out of its holder and grabbed a spare napkin.

Her eyes widened, Is he doing what I think he’s doing?!

“I’ll pay for the coffee if you go on a date with me tonight.”

He held the napkin out to her with a playful smirk. She glanced at the napkin and then back up to his piercing cyan eyes. The corner of her lips tilted into a small smile trying desperately to keep her excitement under control.

Holy shit he is! He’s giving me his number!

She wanted to squeal; she was so excited! No one had ever been this forward in asking her out. At least no one she was remotely interested in. She tracked a silver chain necklace that slipped beneath his shirt.

Okay, calm down. You got this. Just be cool!

“And if I have a boyfriend?” she asked playfully.

He hummed, amused by the game. “You don’t.” 

“And if I already have plans?”

“I’ll pick you up here at seven. You’re not closing tonight, right?”

“Not tonight.”

She took the napkin from his tattooed hand, sneaking a better look. A reptilian tail in black was wrapped around his wrist and flicked out on the back of his hand. She unknowingly bit her lip imagining the tattoo coiled up his arm. Wrapping around his forearm, bicep, and all the way up to his chest—

“Until then, Amity.”

He flashed a charming smile at her, left a five-dollar bill on the counter, and then sauntered out the door. Amity tracked his way out, smiling as she realized her ass wasn’t the only one that looked great in jeans. She could bounce a coin off those cheeks! She sighed deeply as the door closed with a creak, leaving her alone with daydreams of her new date.

Maybe she will finally get lucky with someone tonight. It had been so long she didn’t want to think about it. She groaned.

“Nope. Let’s not count. Counting hurts my brain.”

She inhaled deeply, and underneath the thick, fresh smell of coffee beans, she smelled something else. Something woodsy.

Sammy rushed through the bathroom doors, adjusting her glasses.

“Sorry, I really had to—wow!” She straightened her glasses and glanced around the shop. A few customers had already set up their laptops in the big comfy chairs, but other than that, Halley’s was empty. “You really cleaned out that line.”

“Yeah.” Amity finished off the rest of her breakfast with flushed cheeks, replaying the interaction in her head. 

He was so smooth! And I was so smooth! How the hell was I that smooth?

Sammy poured herself a fresh cup of coffee. 

“Oh!” She picked up a small tag off the counter. “You forgot your name tag.”

“Hm?! Oh! Thanks, Sammy.” 

She collected her name tag and the bill the mysterious bad boy had left on the counter. Without another word, she plopped down on the small stool in the corner with her book in hand and her name tag fastened to her apron. Now that the morning rush was over, she would have plenty of time to read before the lunch rush. 

Just as she opened her book, more than eager to get back to her God of Mischief, something dawned on her. 

If he didn’t learn my name from my name tag . . . She pondered it for a moment. When did I tell him my name?

She curiously pulled out the crumpled napkin from her pocket. His handwriting surprised her. Each letter was neatly penned with sweeps and curves, like some kind of fantasy elven script. Her smile widened as she practiced the sound of his name on her lips.

“Luka.”








  
  





















Amity was never more thankful that Sammy offered to close that night. They’d arranged it so normally she would open and Amity would get to sleep in and walk in at noon. With the shop open from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., it was easy to rearrange and swap hours based on their plans and schedules . . . A little less easier now that Mom is out of commission thanks to the accident. 

Amity threw two outfit choices onto her bed, which was covered in layers of blankets and pillows. One thing she loved more than anything was being snuggled into a nice cozy ball under all those blankets and enraptured in a good book. She smiled, remembering when the weather first changed to a crisp 50 degrees at the start of October, a.k.a. the best month ever.

She had already decorated her apartment with pumpkin spice candles, white glass jack‑o’‑lanterns, and as many cinnamon brooms as she could afford. Or at least more than she had already decorating her walls. Those would stay up year round; everything else would unfortunately shave to be taken down for Christmas decor at the absolute latest possible date. She inhaled again with a soft humm. The sweet scent would automatically fill anyone who visited her domain with a sense of whimsy.

“That is if anyone ever came.”

Freaya, in all her glory, pressed against her leg as she passed. The black cat stretched lazily before sprawling on the floor in front of her feet. Amity scooped her up with ease.

“Yes, darling, I did mean that as a double meaning.”

It had been a year since her last serious relationship . . . or was it just a fling? She couldn’t remember. Either way, every time she tried to bring someone home or tried to define their relationship, they always came up with the most random excuses, or at least the men would come up with the most random excuses. 

“I’m just not ready for a relationship”

“You’re amazing. It’s not you, it’s me”

“I’m actually in a relationship, but it’s open and I didn’t want to say anything so I lied.”

Blah blah BLAH!

The liars were the worst. She hated them.

She kissed Freaya’s soft head and continued to stare at their reflection in the tall mirror leaning in the corner of her room.

“Not this time. This time he approached me!” Freaya squirmed in her arms. “I know, I know. We’re not going to put all our eggs in one basket. No matter how hot he is.” And fuck is he hot!

She looked back at the small box on her nightstand where her favorite toy was.

She sighed and shoved her face into Freaya’s soft belly.

“Goddamnit! There isn’t any time for that.” Freaya swatted her head and leaped out of her owner’s arms.

“Rude.” Amity sighed and looked back at herself in the mirror. Her makeup was fixed with a simple wing with some orange eye shadow. Hair was freshly washed and styled, at least partly styled. Her hair wasn’t completely dry, so it hit her bare skin in long damp ringlets. She was still wearing her jeans from this morning, high-waisted and washed-out black . . . Is it wrong to wear the same jeans I wore all day to my date? She adjusted the tight waistband around her round stomach. She rocked on her tiptoes trying to remember the height difference between them. Luka looked to be at least six foot two, maybe a little higher. It was hard to tell from where she stood at only five foot two. It’s just the first date, so I shouldn’t dress too fancy. And I did do my makeup a bit more than usual, just a light contour and some concealer—

Her phone quickly brought her out of her thoughts. Her eyes widened.

“Mom! Hey! Are you okay?” Her voice panicked, thinking of the worst-case scenario. Her mother laughed on the other line.

“Oh, honey, I’m fine, your father has got me well taken care of.”

“That’s good, I’m glad to hear that.” She sighed with relief. Her eyes widened as she saw the time: 6:35 p.m. She was running out of time fast, and she was still only half dressed. She quickly flipped the phone on speaker and put it onto the bed.

“Yes, but the doctor said I should stay off my feet for at least the end of October, so I’m afraid you might have to keep working long hours with Sammy.”

Amity sprayed a perfume cloud into the air and walked through it, letting it coat her in a fresh sweet scent.

“That’s fine.”

As long as her mother was okay, that was the main thing that mattered. A few longer shifts with Sammy wouldn’t kill her. Hearing about the horrible car accident her mother was in did send her into a full-blown panic attack last week.

“Amity? Why do you sound so far away?”

“I have you on speaker, Mom!” Amity called from the closet. 

“Oh, that’s fine, honey. Anyways, are you sure you’re okay working more hours? I know things have been a little slow for you since you lost your job in the pandemic but—”

“It was an admin job, Mom. It wasn’t that hard.” That was true, the administrative job she had for a small tech company a few years ago wasn’t exactly challenging or thrilling, but it offered a sense of stability and routine after fine arts school. Now, working at her parents’ coffee and bookshop was routine.

“But don’t you want to do something else?”

“I . . .” She paused. Did she want to do something else?

Her arms hugged around the curves of her stomach as she thought about it. She did want to do something else; she could feel it scratching the inside of her brain. What was it she wanted to do? Something daring, maybe a little dangerous? A searing pain shot through her, cutting her focus.

“Ow!”

“Are you okay? I know that things have been slow, there’s no rush! You could try selling art again, or who knows, maybe you’ll take over the shop once your father and I retire.”

She quickly threaded a belt through her jeans. She picked up the shirts sprawled on her bed before tossing them to the side. No one really showed much interest in the art she made when she was trying to sell it. Which of course felt like a sword to her confidence and made her stop commissions altogether. Taking over the shop didn’t sound like the worst idea in the world. The coffee shop was consistent; it gave her a sense of routine. But was that what she really wanted?

“What’s all that noise?” 

Amity groaned. “I’m getting changed.”

“Oh! Are you going out with your friend Rex tonight?”

“. . . I have a date, Mom.”

Her mother exhaled excitedly on the line. “Oh! That’s wonderful, honey! It’s been so long! Who is he or . . . she? Anyone I know?” Amity facepalmed before grabbing her jean jacket from the front closet.

“It’s just some guy from the coffee shop, Mom.”

The most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen in my life.

“Oh! Babe, did you hear that? Amity has a date!”

And now I regret saying anything.

“Motherfucker,” Amity grumbled. Shirt. She still needed a shirt.

“That’s great, honey!” her father called.

“Yeah, thanks, Dad.” Black turtleneck. That will work. Black goes with everything.

“I just hope you’re not wearing all black again, honey. You always wear black.”

Amity stopped putting on her turtleneck halfway for a moment.

“I’m not!” 

“What’s his name again?” her mother asked. 

Amity pulled her hair from the neck of her shirt and tied her amethyst pendant around her neck.

“Luka. His name is Luka.” Amity adjusted her hair slightly and threw on her jacket. She quickly grabbed her phone, noticing the time. Her eyes widened. 6:50 p.m. Shit.

“Luka . . . Hey, babe, don’t we know a Luka?” her mother called to her father. 

“Okay, Mom, I love you gotta go, bye!” She rushed, quickly hanging up the phone and shoving it into her pocket. 

She ran quickly into the kitchen and filled Freaya’s food bowl. Rummaging through the cabinets for a quick piece of chocolate, she found nothing except that strange cabinet filled with herbs. She was moving so fast she almost knocked over her replica dagger from her favorite film series off the wall. She ran back to the mirror in her room, double-checking her outfit before scrambling for her phone and keys. She paused just as she was about to open the door to go. Her eyes fell on the far side of her apartment where a small jar filled with water, rosemary, sage, and clear quartz sat in the corner. She could feel her pulse spike.

She didn’t remember putting the jar there. And she certainly didn’t remember filling it with herbs and crystals. This jar was an enigma. More than once she thought about moving it, but she always had this gnawing feeling that if she did, something horrible would happen. She stared at it for a moment more. She had the same feeling about the herbs particularly, never remembering where they came from but knowing they were too important to move or dispose of. Her breath caught in her throat before she shook the thoughts and strange panic away.

Nope, we’re not spiraling right before a date.

“I’ll be back late tonight, Freaya!”


      [image: ]She quickly walked around the few blocks it took her to reach the shop, catching every red light and slow walker in her path. She was just about to turn the corner when she stopped herself. She backed around the corner again until she was out of sight of the shop entrance and the tall bad boy guarding it. 

She checked her reflection in the window of the neighboring shop. Her curly brown hair was still damp from when she restyled it earlier, but it should quickly dry with that soft wind blowing through the city all day. She straightened her plain black belt with the silver buckle and adjusted her pants. Her black turtleneck had a low neck, peeking just above the folded collar of her light-wash jean jacket. Her mom would be proud since technically she wasn’t wearing all black.

Slowly she took in a deep breath, calming herself. A crisp breeze blew past, sending the sweet scent of sandalwood and seasalt her way. Her eyes widened, remembering where this smell came from, or rather who it came from. She inhaled again, letting the smell completely fill her. She could get hooked on that smell—imagined herself buried in it. 

“Woah! One step at a time,” she reminded herself. After all, this is only the first date. She smiled at her reflection and quickly rounded the corner, slamming her face into something hard and warm. Something that smelled like sandalwood.

“At least let me treat you to dinner before you have your dessert.” Luka’s chest rumbled when he laughed, sending her hair slightly askew. She jerked her head back.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t do that on purpose!” she yelled with a flushed face. She tucked a loose curl behind her ear, accidentally getting her moonstone bracelet caught in it. 

Her wrist was in his grasp in a second, gently holding it as if it would crumble in his grip. She stood perfectly still watching him untangle her hair with his other hand. His face was dangerously close to hers, his blue eyes fixated on her bracelet. The smell of sandalwood was stronger now. 

Amity drew her eyes over his every detail. His hair was freshly washed and thrown back into a loose bun. He was still wearing his black leather jacket with a new white henley underneath. The pendant she caught a glimpse of earlier was a small black horn . . . a tooth? Something about it seemed oddly familiar. He was also wearing some thick bands on his fingers. Plain, unlike hers that had small stones in them. She noticed the small stud in his nose.

His lips curled up into a smirk when he noticed her staring.

“Sure you didn’t,” he teased.

A chill wind blew past, making her wrap her jacket tighter around herself.

“So,” he began, taking a step back, “I was originally thinking coffee, but seeing as you work in a coffee shop . . . maybe Italian?” She laughed warmly; if he was trying to make a joke, it was a bad one but the attempt was there. 

She looked up at him with a curious glint in her eyes. If she was being honest, she expected him to take her to a brewery or out for drinks. An Italian restaurant seemed fancy. Maybe under that bad boy exterior he was a bit of a gentleman?

“Italian sounds great.” She smiled.


      [image: ]They walked for about ten minutes in the crisp weather, their boots crunching on the many fallen leaves under the faint orange glow of the streetlamps. Unfortunately they missed sunset, but the encroaching darkness didn’t stop the crowded streets or their idle chattering the entire way, or rather she was chatting and he was just listening except to nod or agree with her about fall being the best season to ever season. She talked about the leaves, the smells, apple picking, pumpkin picking, and Halloween. Everything about autumn was just so comforting and, well, cozy! Somehow that led to a conversation about her favorite film series—comparing the books versus the films, her favorite parts in the films, characters’ backstories that span hundreds of years prior to the starting of the first film. She knew she was going on one of her tangents that her friend Rex specifically warned her to stop doing on first dates.

“Guys are dumb and scare easily. You’ve got a vast imagination and are interested in a lot of things, which is great! I know you get excited when you meet someone new, but try to get them to talk about themself sometimes.”

Amity cut herself off mid-sentence and stopped on the broken cobblestone street. Luka stopped beside her and patiently waited for her to continue. When she didn’t say anything more, he spoke up.

“What’s wrong?”

His words jolted her out of her thoughts. 

“Oh, it’s nothing. I didn’t mean to talk your ear off . . . sorry,” she said with a small smile. He tucked a loose curl behind her ear, blue eyes gazing into hers with a feeling of understanding. 

“Don’t apologize. I could listen to you talk all night.” He smiled down at her, then laughed at her flushed face. His rough hand tousled her hair gently before walking on.

Amity stood there in a daze. A weird feeling of déjà vu came over her as she caught up to his wide stride. A faint pain hit the back of her skull as she tried to figure it out. Something else dawned on her, something that didn’t seem like a big deal at first but in hindsight should’ve raised a flag of caution.

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask. I wasn’t wearing my name tag this morning. How did you know my name?”

He slowed his gait just enough for her to catch up.

“Hm? Oh, I heard someone say it when you gave them their coffee,” he said with a shrug. “Why?”

“Oh! No reason, I was just curious.”

That checks out. She mentally lowered the flag of caution. A lot of people who come into Halley’s in the morning are frequent customers and usually call her by her name.

He led her into the farther, more crowded parts of the city to a small family-owned Italian restaurant, one that smelled of fresh basil and warm bread tempting any passerby to stop in and have a taste. If he tried to hold the door open for her, she didn’t notice. After all, he is taller than her. She thought she heard him snicker behind her as she charged toward the hostess stand.

Two hostesses waited with a smile, smiles that grew brighter when Luka approached.

“Hi there, reservation under Luka.” He smiled. That damn smile. Did he have any idea what those ladies were thinking because of that smile?

One of them eagerly nodded and quickly led them to a table by the windows. Amity quickly put her jacket on the back of her chair and made an excuse to go to the bathroom. If Luka was about to pull out her chair for her, she didn’t notice.

Amity stared at her reflection, trying to find some minute detail to fix. Finding none, she sighed heavily. 

“Why am I so nervous?” She lightly touched the spot on her head where Luka messed with her hair. Her cheeks heated and she giggled. He may look lean but he is all muscle, she thought sweetly. Okay! Let’s get back out there and do this! And hopefully him. He did say he was my Dessert. She winked at her reflection and strode out of the bathroom proudly. This date was going to go perfectly like pumpkin spice and autumn!

The restaurant was gorgeous. Shelves of curing limoncello lined the walls as she passed and made her way back to her seat. The sun was completely set, leaving the dim lights above to light the restaurant. Luka was sitting at the table with his cheek in his palm, staring idly out the window, lazily running his tattooed hand over the candle flame. He looked stunning like one of her book boyfriends. She swallowed hard.

One step at a time, she reminded herself.

He smiled mischievously at her, like he knew some dark secret behind those cyan eyes.

One. Step. At. A. Time!


      [image: ]She looked hesitantly at the dishes listed and then their price tags. Her eyes widened. She looked at the cheaper options on the menu, noting they were all appetizers. If only I didn’t spend all my spare money on books and candles . . . Stupid perfect candles with their perfect vanilla pumpkin scents—

“You’re looking very scrupulous over there.” She peered at him over the top of the menu.

“Hm? Oh! It’s nothing, I’m not really that hungry, so I’ll just get some appetizers.” As if to spite her, her stomach growled very loudly. Luka burst out laughing. 

The waiter came around with their appetizers and swiftly placed them on the table.

“Are you ready to order, or would you like a few minutes?” he asked, placing two taster glasses of red wine in front of her. She was about to ask for a few more minutes when Luka quickly responded.

“I’ll have the butternut squash Sacchetti and she’ll have the pumpkin cavatelli. Then a bottle of whichever she prefers.” He finished handing the waiter the menu, then gestured to the two small glasses of wine in front of her.

Amity was momentarily stunned by the way he listed the dishes. “But—”

“Amity. It’s fine.” He smiled cooly.

She quickly shut her gaping mouth and sipped each glass of wine. The first glass made her wince because it was so dry, which earned a snicker from Luka. The second was a little sweeter. 

“This one, please.” The waiter nodded with a smile and turned to go. When he was finally out of earshot, Amity turned her surprised eyes on the glass in front of her.

“That’s going to be so expensive.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? It is! Luka, I can’t let you pay for all this.” 

He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly and took her small plate from in front of her.

“It’s too much—at least let me—”

“Amity.” His voice was deeper when he said her name.

She sighed in defeat. Why was she trying to fight him on this? Anyone else would jump at the chance of being pampered with Italian food. Her lips went into a pout.

“You don’t like that I’m paying on our date?” he asked, puzzled with a hint of teasing.

“It’s not that . . . I’m not really comfortable with people paying for me”—

Luka patiently listened as he placed a full plate in front of her. He had placed the caprese salad on top of the sliced garlic bread. It looked delicious—“

Thank you. Even when it’s just between friends and they offer to buy me coffee or something. I’m not really sure why—” She took a bite of the delicacy. “This is really good!” 

He smiled at her enthusiasm before taking a bite from his own plate. 

“Hmm.”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s not that, I can make it better.” He smirked.

“Confident aren’t we? What are you a professional chef or something?” she teased.

He laughed, “No, I’m not that fancy. My family is originally from Italy. My nana taught me everything she knows about cooking and baking bread.”

“You’re from Italy?” 

“Sort of, my family originally immigrated over to Wethersfield, Connecticut, in the sixteenth century, then back to Italy and then back to the US at the start of the nineteenth century.”

“Wow! That’s a lot. My family also came over around that time, the nineteenth century, right through Ellis Island. Why did they move back before?” She stared at him with wide, curious eyes.

He paused for a moment to add more caprese to a slice of garlic bread. “I’m not sure.”

He went quiet for a moment, lost in his own train of thought. Amity watched him, silently getting lost in her own thoughts. His phone rang, jolting them back to reality. He looked at the phone screen before grunting, then put it on silent.

“So how long have—”

His phone vibrated loudly on the table. He checked the caller ID and immediately hit ignore. 

“It’s my mom and dad’s. She usually works the longer shift, but she was in a car accident—‍”

His phone vibrated again. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, checking his phone quickly before turning it back over.

She was sure he meant to sound sincere, but his annoyance with his phone added a bite to it. Amity smiled awkwardly, feeling the tension radiate off of him.

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault—” 

His phone vibrated again. Amity chugged her water, remembering that she was very thirsty.

“You can get that if you need to.”

“No. It’s fine,” he said, his patience clearly running thin. He steadily refilled her water, which she quickly thanked him for.

Silently she could feel herself sink with unease into her seat, grateful for the distracting view of his tattoo. It was definitely a snake’s tail that flicked on the back of his hand and wrapped around a small branch with tiny flower buds on it. It coiled around his wrist and disappeared up his sleeve. She was mesmerized by it. The realism of the ink made it look like it could slide off his skin. He caught her eyes on it.

“It’s a—”s

His phone buzzed. He took a deep breath in through his nose and gently set the glass water pitcher down. Slowly he flipped the phone in his hand. He checked the message preview on his lock screen. His eyes went wide.

He shot out of the chair, nearly knocking it over. Amity recoiled back in surprise. 

“What’s wrong?” 

A few people turned to look.

Luka didn’t speak, only grabbed his coat and thrust it on. He checked his phone again, reading the message more thoroughly. He ran a hand through his hair roughly.

“I have to go. Emergency. Don’t wait up for me.” Amity’s mouth hung open, unsure of what to make of this.

“Oh. That’s ok—”

“I’ll call you later.” He turned and stormed out.

Amity blinked once. Twice. Then a third time.

Did he just run out on me? She bit off half a slice of garlic bread, chewing slowly.

No! He said it was an emergency! She chugged her water and accidentally slammed the glass onto the table with a bang. Her mind raced.

Was it something I said? Was it because I made a fuss about him paying? He barely talked throughout our walk here and then through appetizers . . . Wait. Appetizers.

“Oh no.”

“Hello, miss, here we are.” The waiter smiled at her and gently placed their food on the table.

Oh. No. 

That fucker left me with the bill! 

She fumed as the realization dawned on her. She tried to keep a “nice smile” on for the waiter. Think of something! She scrambled for an excuse. The waiter smiled at her but glanced at the empty seat across from her. He definitely saw Luka—that bastard—run out. The waiter took the wine bottle off the serving tray and was about to open it, but Amity held up her hands.

“He—um . . . had to go. An emergency.” Embarrassment filled her. I swear the next time I see that smug-faced blue-eyed prick . . . 

“I can just pay now and take everything home.”

“Oh, no, miss. He’s already paid.”

Amity was dumbstruck. “Huh?” 

The waiter smiled, taking back the food tray.

“Yes, he paid before leaving. I’ll take these in the back to wrap up. Would you like the appetizers as well?”

She ran a hand through her hair, unsure of how to absorb this. But she was sure of one thing. She was going to take this delicious food and sweet wine home. And she was going to have every last bite.

“I’ll take all of it.”








  
  



















It took him an hour. A fucking hour to drive into the middle of Connecticut’s Farmington Woods, where his mother anxiously awaited him. He finally spotted her tall stature leaning against the front door of a cabin at the end of a long gravel driveway.

She watched in anticipation as he pulled his black SUV into a dirt lot off the driveway and then made his way over to her. 

She had called him twice on the drive over, asking where he was. When he said where he was on the highway, he could hear her say she was fine, but Luka knew she wasn’t. He knew they were short on time.

She held his warm cheek in a frigid hand; she must have been waiting outside for a while, or at least that’s what he would think if this was any normal situation. Luka knew better.

“I haven’t performed this kind of exorcism in a while,” he said, unable to meet her blue-eyed gaze.

“I know, but I wouldn’t have asked you to come unless I absolutely needed you.” She clutched her cornicello close before kissing it quickly. He knew what she couldn’t say.

Demons were known to torment people with their own fears, feeding off them like leeches, growing stronger the more their victims were provoked. Something he had unfortunately had firsthand experience with.

His mother was the most gifted sorceress he knew of. She even used to teach at Mene’s Academy of the Arcane, one of the most prestigious schools on the East Coast. A place she had been very adamant in keeping him as a professor.

Luka pushed his dark hair out of his eyes and tied the top back into a braid, like he always did. She needed him to be alert. The demon could use his mother’s relationship with her friend against them. That was why he was here. To make sure that never happened. 

Of course there’s nothing to stop it from trying to mess with us as well.

She led him into her friend’s cabin without another word. It was rustic and cozy, filled with all kinds of crocheted blankets and soft furnishings. An old wooden easel was propped in the corner of the kitchen with a half-finished landscape painted on it.

He smiled. Amity would like this place. He quickly shook away the thought, reminding himself to focus and not think about the woman he just stranded in an Italian restaurant.

His mother placed her tea onto a woven coaster on the table and handed him a large jar of seasalt. Seasalt they had blessed under last year’s supermoon.

She really isn’t taking any chances. 

She picked up the silver sickle beside the rickety table leg. A gift from Nana. Handcrafted with a wrapped leather handle and ancient runes. Infused with magic and bathed monthly with the full moon’s light. 

His mother’s long cardigan whipped behind her as she approached the door to her friend’s bedroom. She inhaled deeply, centering herself, preparing herself. He did the same.

Magic pulsed behind their eyes, illuminating their cyan color.

With a steady hand, she turned the old knob and shoved the door open. 

The temperature plummeted, hitting the exposed skin of his undercut like a thousand sharp needles. 

A woman was sprawled on top of the bed, the covers in disarray beneath her. She had been fighting for a while. Probably before his mother called him for help. Despite her matted hair that stuck with sweat to her body and the animalistic sounds that escaped her throat, Luka recognized her. She was Rosa. His mother’s old friend who ran a crystal shop alongside her.

Rosa pulled and chafed her wrists and ankles against her restraints. Luka tensed at the thought of his mother tying up her friend like that and the struggle she must’ve endured before he got there. Bloody green eyes flicked from him and then his mother. A wiry grin spread across her face.

“How sweet . . . the witchling’s spawn.” The demon’s voice was raw and shallow, like the sound someone made when they were struggling to breathe.

“The salt,” his mother instructed.

Without a word, Luka slowly circled the bed, dropping a line of salt in his path.

“Poor little witch boy. How many demons have you exorcised this week? Six? Twelve?”

Those slitted eyes tracked him with every step, waiting for any flinch, any reaction to its words.

Luka exhaled, the hot air leaving his body in a trail of smoke. 

“He’s been waiting to play with you again.” Burning cyan eyes met green. His focus dropped.

The demon smiled wide with Rosa’s lips, pulling at the seams of her mouth. Its chest rumbled with strangled laughter. A sound that was both Rosa and not.

His mother held up her sickle before her and began to chant. The runes burned brightly on the blade. Almost as bright as her eyes.

The demon pulled harder against the restraints. Her wrists began to bleed. 

Luka took a breath, recentering his focus on the task at hand. He’d fucked up. If his mother hadn’t interrupted . . . Luka shook away the thought. This demon could hold a clue for him. He couldn’t look desperate for it.

Luka held his hands before him and started to chant with his mother. If this demon did have a clue, he would wring it out of it.

He threw salt onto the bedsheets, the creature immediately jerked away as it sizzled and spit onto its sweating skin. Something stirred under Rosa’s shirt—no, not her shirt, under her skin. It poked and prodded as if ready to burst out of her chest. 

They chanted louder, feeding as much energy into their words as possible. It screamed, sounding more human than before. 

Almost there.

Luka’s eyes glowed brighter as he watched whatever demon this was swelling inside Rosa’s throat, ready to burst out.

One green slitted eye bore into him.

“Witching hour,” it seethed.

Luka’s eyes widened. It did have a message for him. After almost a fucking year! At long last. He found his first clue!

The demon struck at his brief reaction. It shot out of Rosa’s throat. A wet, feral heap of scales. Its snakelike body struck at him only to fall back inside the salt barrier with a horrid hiss. The scales that made contact began to fester and crack. It recoiled, ready to strike again. His mother was faster. Her curved sickle removed the serpent’s head from the rest of its body before it could strike the barrier again, an inch from Luka’s nose. The headless body twitched and writhed on the floor, coiling and thrashing in a silent scream.

She looked at her son with cold eyes. He finally pulled his gaze away and back to the writhing headless creature.

“I’ll draw her a salt bath later for her physical wounds. Psychological wounds will take longer.” She sighed. “For now I want her to rest until that miasma is gone.”

Luka only nodded, watching the creature’s body corrode and sizzle until it was nothing more than a wisp of black smoke. She studied her son, knowing full well that, although he was quiet, his thoughts were racing. Her soft lips pressed his forehead in a warm kiss.

“I’ll clean up here. Go wait outside.”


      [image: ]“I hope this didn’t ruin your date. It’s been a while since you’ve gone out with a girl.” She sat on the porch beside her son and sipped her tea quietly.

Luka snickered. Knowing Amity, she was probably watching her favorite fantasy show, yelling at her TV, and stuffing her face with all that leftover food. At least that’s what she would do a year ago. He groaned, running his hands through his hair. She’s gonna be so fucking pissed . . . not that I can blame her. A small laugh escaped him. Fate threw us together again only for me to piss her off.

His stomach grumbled loudly, reminding him of just how little he had eaten that day.

His mother laughed beside him. “Sleep home tonight. I’ll make you food.”

He gave her a small smile and rubbed his tired eyes. It wasn’t a surprise the demon knew they were mother and son; their resemblance was uncanny.

“I’ll just get something on the way home.”

Her blue eyes went icy as she studied him. 

“What?”

“You’re not eating enough. You need to eat.”

“I am eating.”

Though, he had been doing more work than eating as of late. Six demons slain, seven including the one this morning, and one exorcized within a week, and only this one had a clue.

The witching hour.

She rustled his hair with a jeweled hand.

“Your nana would beat you if she saw you lie like that.” She snickered.

He laughed softly and stifled a yawn. Her smile quickly faded. 

“Is it about her?” she asked, concern lacing her voice.

Luka’s eyes narrowed defensively.

“No,” he answered curtly, t

rying to end that conversation before it even began.

“Luka . . . you can’t keep blaming yourself for what happened.”

He stood abruptly. He was exhausted and starving, and it was a long drive back to Hartford. He was not in the mood for the same argument. 

“I have the time. I just need a location and a date.”

He zipped up his jacket. Even without the demonic presence plummeting the temperature, it was colder out in the woods than it was in the city. He stood, brushed off the dirt on his pants, and started walking to his SUV.

“Luka!” she warned.

“I’m not stopping until I find him. Not until I fix her.” Not after the Norns pulled us together again. 

His mother pinched the bridge of her nose, knowing she was getting nowhere.

“Drive safe. I love you.” 

He stopped short of opening the door and turned back with a small smile.

“Love you too.”
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