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Chapter One

It started with a taste. 

A quiet night, long after the café had closed, with rain painting the windows and the ghost of old cravings whispering at the edge of Penelope’s mind. Enzo had fallen asleep beside her, his breathing deep, chest warm against her back. It made her feel safe and comfortable.

Under the calm, something restless stirred. 

She lay there, eyes wide open, remembering the heat that had once ruled her nights. She remembered the sauces that clung to her like secrets, the electric pulse of spice and pleasure that blurred the line between desire and destruction.
She had sworn that part of herself away. Buried it beneath love and healing, beneath the steady beat of Enzo’s heart.

But hunger doesn’t die, it sleeps.
And tonight, it woke. 

--
By morning, she tried to shake it off. She kissed Enzo’s shoulder, traced the line of his collarbone with her lips, and let him pull her into a sleepy, slow kind of lovemaking. His touch still lit her from the inside. It made her feel warm, sure, and grounding.

Yet when they lay there after, tangled in sweat-damp sheets, her mind wandered.
What if…? 

What if desire could burn brighter or darker? What if what she had tasted once (addictive, overwhelming, forbidden) still had a claim on her? What if there were more than sauces whispering in the shadows now?

Penelope swallowed the thought, forcing a smile as Enzo brushed her hair from her face.
“You’re quiet this morning,” he murmured.
“Just tired,” she lied.
Inside, a small, dangerous spark flickered. 

That night, sleep wouldn’t come. She slipped out of bed, barefoot on cool wood floors, and padded to the kitchen. The café below was silent; the hum of the fridge was the only sound.

She opened a jar of bourbon BBQ, just to smell it. The scent hit her like a memory, thick and smoky, as her pulse skipped. She dipped a fingertip thinking a small taste wouldn't hurt.

It shouldn't have meant anything; it was just sauce. However, heat curled low in her belly, and an old ache stirred in her chest. She remembered what it had felt like to be worshiped by flavors. The tease of sweet chili. The danger of smoky chipotle. The surrender to truffle aioli.

She closed the jar, breath shaking. She told herself it meant nothing.
Except, the hunger had returned. It wouldn’t stay quiet. 

As days passed, she kept herself busy kneading dough, helping Enzo prep the bakery case, pretending her mind wasn’t drifting to darker corners. Every time she smelled spice, her body reacted. Every time she watched sauce ribbon over fresh pastries, her pulse quickened.

She tried to bury it, but it was like burying fire on dry earth. 

A few evenings later, Penelope locked the café doors; her skin still sticky with flour and sweat. Enzo kissed her neck, murmured something about a shower.

She lingered, drawn to the kitchen. 

There, under the harsh glow of a single bulb, she saw it: an unlabeled sauce jar, left behind by a distributor who’d stopped by earlier that day. The sauce was deep crimson, darker than sriracha, thicker than ketchup.

Penelope picked it up. A note taped to the lid read only: “For the brave.” 

Her hand trembled. She knew better but curiosity was a risk Penelope couldn't help but take. She twisted the lid and the smell was intoxicating. All the smoke, sweetness, and something feral underneath. Her mouth watered. Her pulse roared in her ears.

She dipped a fingertip.
Just a taste. 

It was heat and darkness and memory. It burned along her tongue, raced down her throat, and pooled low, making her legs tremble.

She gasped half in pain, half in pleasure. 

The lights seemed to shimmer. For a breathless second, the tiled walls of the café kitchen felt too close, as if they might collapse around her.
Penelope dropped the jar, breath ragged. She stumbled back, pressing her hand to her chest, feeling the wild drum of her heart.

This can’t happen again. 

Deep down, under the guilt, a thrill curled hot and slick. She hadn’t felt this alive for months. She couldn’t lie to herself anymore. Part of her missed the fire. Part of her wondered: What if there was something darker than desire waiting to be tasted?




Chapter Two

Penelope didn’t sleep that night. 

She lay awake, the taste of that forbidden sauce lingering on her tongue, searing its memory into her. Her skin felt too tight, her breath was too shallow. Every brush of the sheet over her bare legs sparked heat that had nothing to do with Enzo beside her.

Guilt twisted sharply in her chest, coiled tight in the darkness, so did hunger. 

By morning, the jar still sat on the counter, its crimson depths gleaming under the pale light. She couldn’t bring herself to throw it out. Instead, she pushed it to the back of the highest shelf, telling herself it was over.

Hunger, however, pays no mind to intention. That afternoon, a strange order came through the café’s wholesale site. Enzo was in the back unloading flour when she saw it:

“Special delivery: For the brave. Handle with care. Contains: gingerbread men.”
She frowned. Her stomach twisted. It bores the same distributor’s mark as the sauce jar.
She clicked confirm before she could talk herself out of it. 

Two days later, a plain cardboard box arrived. Penelope opened it in the quiet of the café after closing while Enzo was upstairs showering off flour and heat. Inside the box, nestled in shredded parchment, lay a dozen gingerbread men.
These weren’t ordinary. Their icing eyes were sharp, almost cruel; their mouths curled into mischievous, knowing smirks. The scent rising from them was maddening clove, cinnamon, molasses, and something darker, almost metallic; that set her pulse hammering.

She hesitated and took a moment to catch her breath.
Before she could think, she lifted one. Its iced gaze seemed to watch her, as if daring her to taste.
She bit off the corner of its arm. 

Heat bloomed across her tongue. Sweetness followed but not gentle, not comforting. It was sharp, hungry, and feral. A low moan escaped her, the sound echoing against the cold metal counter. The gingerbread spice spread through her chest, hot and relentless, coiling down between her thighs until her breath came in shivers.
She dropped the half-eaten cookie, chest heaving.

The other gingerbread men lay motionless.
In the silence, she felt them watching. 

Later, Penelope sat on the kitchen floor, back pressed against the cold oven door, still trembling. Her skin felt hypersensitive; every brush of air against her bare arms sent goosebumps racing.

She didn’t hear Enzo come downstairs until he was standing over her, towel draped over his shoulders, chest still damp.

“Penny?” His voice was soft but edged with worry. “What happened?” 

“I… I don’t know,” she whispered. “I just… tasted something. It felt… too much.”
Enzo knelt beside her, brushing hair off her face. “You’re shaking.”

She pressed her forehead to his shoulder, desperate for his steady warmth. “I shouldn’t have done it. It felt like falling back into something I thought I’d left behind.”

He held her, strong arms wrapping around her, anchoring her. “Tell me what you tasted.”
“Gingerbread,” she whispered. “It wasn’t just sweet. It was like… it wanted something from me.” 

That night, she couldn’t sleep. The gingerbread men haunted her thoughts, lined up like soldiers with those cruel little icing grins fixed in place. She remembered the sauce too, the darkness in its taste, the way it had made her body sing and shake.
Deep inside, she felt the truth she couldn’t say aloud: She missed it.

The fire. The surrender. The ache. 

Around three a.m., she padded back downstairs, heart racing. The box was still on the counter, the half-eaten gingerbread man lying where she’d dropped it.

Her fingers hovered over another one.
No.
Temptation pressed harder.
Just one more taste.
She picked it up. It's icing seemed almost to glisten in the moonlight.
Penelope bit into it slowly, deliberately this time.
The darkness inside the sweetness opened wide, swallowing her whole. 

Through the dull haze that followed, the whispers crept in unnoticed, curling along the borders of her mind like smoke seeping through cracks.

“Hungry, aren’t you?” 

She blinked. The remaining gingerbread men stood silent. Yet in the stillness, their icing eyes seemed alive, tiny mouths curled into sly, mocking smiles.

“We know what you crave,” the whispers slithered through her mind. “We can give you more.” 

Penelope backed away, breath ragged. “You’re not real,” she whispered.
The gingerbread men didn’t move. In the silence, the air felt alive, thick with something unseen.

She stumbled to the sink, splashed cold water on her face, trying to banish the vision. When she looked back at the counter, the gingerbread men sat exactly as before.

Her skin still tingled.
Part of her was shaken, guilty, trembling and wanted to believe.
Upstairs, Enzo stirred in bed. His hand reached out for her, and found nothing but cold sheets.
Penelope stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking back once more at the gingerbread men.
Their icing smiles seemed darker now with more patience. As if they knew:
The Hunger had returned. They were only the beginning. 




Chapter Three

The moon hung as a thin, cold curve in the sky when Penelope finally climbed back into bed. Enzo's body pressed warm and solid against her; his nearness couldn’t quiet the pulse that beat loudly under her skin.

She folded into him, skin slick with guilt and restless heat.
“Estás temblando,” Enzo murmured, still half-asleep. (You're shaking.)
“I’m fine,” she whispered. Her voice failing to convince even herself. 

He turned, pulling her closer, his thumb trailing gently along her cheek. “Penny. What happened downstairs?” “I... tasted one,” she admitted between shallow breaths. “Another gingerbread man.”

Tension tightened the line of Enzo’s jaw where her forehead rested. He let out a quiet sound that didn’t reach accusation; it landed like an old wound reopening.

“I thought you were done chasing that burn,” he whispered, voice ragged. 

“También lo pensé,” she breathed. “But it’s like... it woke something I’d buried.”
(I thought so too.)

His hand slid to the back of her neck, thumb brushing along the curve of her spine. “Tell me what it felt like.” 

She swallowed. “Como cada nervio se incendiaron. Like sweetness wrapped around something feral. Then... I heard them.”

(Like every nerve caught fire.)
His brow furrowed. “Heard them?”
“Yes. I heard them. They were voices in my head. They knew what I wanted before I did.” 

A catch of breath escaped him. It was a sharp, and broken sound that made her pull back to see his face. His eyes were shadowed, haunted by something she couldn’t quite name.

“What is it?” She asked. 

Enzo sat up, the sheet falling to his waist, his scars catching the pale light. His chest rose and fell, muscles drawn tight under skin. “You don’t know everything about me, Penny.”

She waited, the air between them thick as blood. “There was a time,” he began, voice low and cracked, “after Lily died... after my wife and child... when I would do anything to feel something. Anything but grief.”

She reached for his hand. He let her, his fingers trembling under hers. 

“I found a group,” he said. “They called themselves The Devourers.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. “They used food, drink, heat, pain... anything to burn through numbness. I thought it was harmless at first. Just a sensation.”

“But it wasn’t,” she whispered. 

“No.” His eyes glazed with memory. “It was darkness dressed in sweetness. We’d gather late at night, candles and spiced wine and things no one should taste. The more we indulged, the deeper the craving grew. Until we weren’t choosing anymore. It was choosing us.”

He closed his eyes, lashes brushing the shadows on his cheek. 

“I walked away when I realized someone was getting hurt. When the craving demanded sacrifice, but the pull never fully left. And now... it’s here again. With you.”

Penelope’s heart pounded.
“What if it’s the same darkness, Enzo? What if we invited it back?” 

He opened his eyes, dark and raw. “Then we fight it. Together.”
She froze, suspended between an aching need and a cold, rising panic. “Part of me doesn’t want to fight. Part of me wants to taste everything and burn until nothing’s left.”

“I know,” he whispered. His hand traced her thigh, slow and reverent, but his touch trembled. “Because that part lives in me too.”

In the dark, their mouths found each other. The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was messy, desperate, teeth clashing, and breath stolen. Enzo's fingers dug into her hips, pinning her to him, grounding her and igniting her all at once.

She moaned against his mouth, tasting salt and sorrow and something wilder. 

Enzo pulled back, breath ragged. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.”
“That if I taste it again,” she gasped, “I won’t stop. That it’ll swallow me whole.”

“If it does,” he whispered against her neck, voice breaking, “then let it take me too.”
His words shattered something inside her. 

She pushed him onto his back, straddling him, hair falling in dark waves around them like a curtain. Their bodies pressed close, sweat-slick, heartbeat to heartbeat. Her nails scraped lightly across his chest, leaving red lines in their wake.

“I need you,” she whispered, voice hoarse. 

“I’m yours,” he rasped, hands gripping her thighs. “Even if it destroys us.”
The need between them blurred into something darker, more than love, more than lust. She moved over him slowly, deliberately, feeling the burn of guilt mixed with pleasure until it was indistinguishable. His hands traced her curves, desperate and worshipful, as if afraid she’d vanish.

When she came apart above him, it wasn’t soft.
It was raw.
A sob tearing from her chest, tears streaking hot down her cheeks. 

Enzo followed, breath catching, a groan ripped from somewhere deep. Their release wasn’t gentle. It was violent. Purging. A confession of everything they feared, wanted, and couldn’t say.

After, they lay tangled, sweat cooling on their skin. Penelope pressed her forehead to his, breath shaking.
“I think it’s coming for us,” she whispered.
“I know,” he answered, voice barely audible. “I think it never really left.”
When dawn finally broke, pale and unforgiving, Penelope crept back downstairs.
The gingerbread men stood exactly as before. 

This time, something new sat beside them: a small, unlabeled glass jar of dark molasses sauce, thick and glossy, swirling as if alive.

Nestled in the parchment was a note, written in looping, elegant script:
“Sweetnessmasks hunger.
But hungeralways wins.
You’ve alreadytastedit.Nowcome find us.”
Penelope’s blood ran cold.
Behind her, she felt Enzo step into the doorway. His hand found hers, squeezing.
Together, they looked down at the promise, and the threat, that the gingerbread men had brought.
She didn’t know if they could resist. The dark, dangerous, honest part of her didn’t want to. 




Chapter Four

The city felt different at night. 

Not just darker but older. As if, when the neon signs flickered off and the last trains rattled through, something ancient and hungry woke beneath the concrete.

Penelope felt it in her bones as she and Enzo walked, side by side, their breath ghosting in the cold air. The note burned in her pocket, words etched into her skin: You’ve already tasted. Now come find us.

They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. 

Every step echoed louder in the silence. Every shadow seemed to watch.
Although fear coiled tight in her chest, it curled around something else: heat. A thrill. That dangerous, delicious ache she had tasted only in sauce and spice, now alive and pulsing under her skin.

Enzo felt it also. She could see it in the tension of his shoulders, the tight set of his jaw, the darkness simmering in his eyes when they caught hers.

They followed the address scrawled on the back of the note, down an alley that smelled of old rain and something sweeter like cloves, cinnamon, and heat. At the end stood a heavy door, black as old ash, with no sign above it.

Penelope hesitated.
Enzo took her hand, fingers firm. “Together,” he murmured.
She nodded. They knocked. 

The door opened to a narrow hallway lit only by flickering lanterns. The air smelled of burnt sugar and molasses, thick enough to taste.

At the end stood a woman in a crimson dress that clung to her curves like a promise. Her lips, glossy and dark, curved into a knowing smile.

“Penelope. Enzo.” Her voice was low, honeyed. “We’ve been expecting you.”
Penelope’s breath caught. “How—” 

The woman stepped closer, and the sweetness of her perfume was edged with spice sharp enough to sting. “Those who taste always find their way home,” she purred. “Welcome... to The Devourers.”
Inside, the space opened into what felt like an old speakeasy turned dark shrine to indulgence. Tables scattered with bowls of spiced oils, and sauces glistened in the candlelight. Platters of candied fruits, glazed meats, and forbidden pastries perfumed the air.

Among them moved people: beautiful, haunted, hungry. Some feeding each other with shaking hands; some kissing, tongues slick with sweetness; some sitting in silence, eyes closed, lost in whatever darkness they tasted.

Penelope’s pulse thundered.
She felt Enzo’s hand tighten on hers. His thumb brushed over her wrist, grounding and warning all at once.
She stepped forward. 

Fear wasn’t enough to keep her away. The woman in red guided them to a table in the center. A bowl waited there, filled with thick, black molasses sauce, darker than night.

Penelope’s mouth went dry. 

“This is Essence,” the woman murmured. “The oldest recipe. Sweet, but never safe. A taste will show you what you crave most... and what you might lose.”

Enzo’s jaw clenched. “What if we refuse?”
She smiled slowly and secretly. “Then you leave unchanged. Still hungry.”
Penelope’s heart raced. She could almost smell the heat, the history, the danger curling from the bowl. 

Part of her wanted to run. Part of her wanted to drown. Enzo spoke first. “Before we taste,” his voice rasped, “tell us what this really is. What are The Devourers?”

The woman’s gaze turned sharper and darker. “We’re the ones who remember the truth: that hunger isn’t the enemy. That desire, fear, pain; all of it makes us alive. Indulgence is a knife. Too deep, and it cuts more than you meant to.”

She leaned closer, her voice lowering. “Sometimes... the cut is the point.”
Penelope’s skin prickled. The air felt hot despite the cold stone walls.
She looked at Enzo. His eyes caught hers, shadowed by longing and fear.
“Tengo miedo,” she whispered. (I'm scared.)
“So am I,” he breathed. “But I’m more afraid of living numb.”
His confession tore something open in her.
When her gaze dropped to the bowl, she realized her hands were already reaching.
She dipped her finger into the Essence.
It clung like liquid darkness, heavy and slow.
She raised it to her lips. 

The first taste burned like a confession. It was sweet, yet under the sweetness, a bite of something metallic. It raced over her tongue, down her throat, coiling low in her belly, heat spreading like spilled wine.
Memories she’d buried clawed to the surface: the sauces that had once claimed her; the thrill of being more than just human; the fear that she’d never be enough.

She gasped, body trembling, the taste dripping from her lips.
She felt Enzo’s hand clamped around her arm, tight and desperate.
After a heartbeat, he had a taste also. 

The effect on Enzo was brutal, almost violent. His breath hitched; his shoulders flinched as if from a blow. His gaze went glassy, and for a heartbeat, Penelope swore she saw something splinter inside him.

When his gaze locked hers, it burned with wanting rather than pain.
He pulled her close, fingers rough on her hips. “Penny...” 

His mouth crashed against hers, hungry and deep, as the taste of Essence passed between them, sweet, dark and alive.

Her back hit the edge of the table, platters clattering, and she barely noticed. The world had shrunk to his breath on her skin, the heat of his hands, the rush of forbidden sweetness still burning between them.

Around them, the room faded. She heard distant sighs, low moans, the clink of glass, and the rustle of fabric.
She didn’t care. 

Enzo’s lips trailed down her neck, tasting the sweat and fear and sweetness on her skin. Her fingers tangled in his hair, nails scraping his scalp, and he shuddered against her. “I shouldn’t want this,” she gasped.

“But you do,” he rasped. “So do I.”
His voice broke saying the last word.
Something in that raw honesty undid her.
When they pulled apart, breathless and trembling, the woman in red stood over them. Her smile was darker now.
“You tasted,” she whispered. “Now you belong.”
Penelope’s heart stumbled.
Enzo’s hand tightened on hers. 

Somewhere in the shadows, the gingerbread men watched; their cruel icing grins glinting in the candlelight. Outside, the air felt colder, sharper, cutting through the lingering burn of the Essence.

They didn’t speak at first. Their bodies still hummed with shared heat, but beneath it, fear curled tight.
Penelope finally whispered, voice shaking, “What if we can’t stop?” 

Enzo looked at her, haunted eyes shining in the streetlight. “Then we face it together, but I need you to promise me something.”

“What?” Her voice cracked.
“That you won’t let it take you from me. Even if part of you wants it to.”
She gulped, a sudden hitch in her breath. “¿Y tú?” (And you?)
“I promise too but I’m not sure that’s enough.” he said, voice raw.
They stood there, breath clouding in the cold, the city breathing dark and alive around them.
That's when Penelope knew they’d crossed a line. The hunger was awake now and it wasn’t done with them. 




Chapter Five

The city’s heartbeat felt different when they returned to the café.
Streetlights flickered, and the shadows seemed to follow them like watchful eyes. 

Penelope’s lips still tingled from Enzo’s kiss, the burn of the Essence coiling low in her belly, a hot, restless ache she couldn’t quiet.

She told herself it was just a taste, but the truth pulsed in her chest, undeniable and dark. She wanted more.
Inside, the gingerbread men waited. 

They stood where she’d left them on the counter, icing eyes glinting with something like triumph. Tonight, they felt closer; their little bodies leaning forward, smirking deeper, as if they knew what she had done.

Enzo locked the door behind them, hand still trembling. The silence between them thrummed with everything unspoken: guilt, fear, and raw, simmering desire.

Penelope stepped closer to the gingerbread men. She swore she heard them whisper.
“One taste was never going to be enough.” 

Enzo came up behind her, chest brushing her back, the heat of his breath ghosting over her neck. She felt his heartbeat against her spine — too fast, too hungry.

“Penny,” he rasped, voice cracked open, “they’re watching.”
“So let them,” she whispered back, not knowing if it was defiance or surrender.

His hands slid over her hips, rough and reverent, fingertips digging into the soft give of her flesh. Her back bowed into him, a sharp intake of breath escaping her lips.

The gingerbread men sat silent, smiling cruelly, savoring the sight.
Enzo turned her to face him, his eyes dark and haunted.
“I need to taste it on you,” he whispered, voice ragged with need and something darker. 

Penelope’s pulse slammed against her ribs. She dipped a fingertip into the Essence still smeared on the edge of the jar.
Slowly, deliberately, she brought it to her lips but didn’t lick it clean.

Instead, she offered her fingertip to him. 

Enzo’s eyes locked on hers as he leaned in, tongue sweeping over her skin. His breath hitched, and she felt the moment the burn hit him. His body tightened, muscles rigid under her hands.

The taste made his pupils darken, his mouth crash against hers, open and desperate. 

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a claim, slick and heated, teeth grazing lips, the taste of darkness shared between them.

The café faded. All that remained was the burn under her skin, the ache pooling deep inside, and Enzo’s mouth hungry on hers.
She broke the kiss, breath shaking. “Enzo…”

His name tasted like prayer and profanity all at once.
His thumb traced her jaw, his voice graveledged, “I want you to remember this. No matter the consequence.” 

She didn’t answer with words. She kissed him again . Slower and deeper this time, letting him taste the fear and the want tangled in her chest.

The gingerbread men still watched. 

The small, sweet monsters born of cravings and spices were becoming more alive. She could almost hear them breathing and see icing eyes glint with dark amusement.

“More…” the air seemed to whisper. “You’re already ours.”
Penelope felt her thighs clench, shame and desire twisting together so tight it hurt.

Enzo lifted her, setting her on the flour-dusted counter. His hands traced her thighs, parting them, breath shaking with restraint worn thin.

“Tell me to stop,” he rasped.
"¡Ni te atrevas!” she breathed. (Don't you dare!) 

His mouth found the inside of her knee, slow and heated, tasting sweat, and Essence smeared on her skin. She gasped, hips twitching, hands sinking into his hair.

Enzo kissed higher, teeth scraping lightly, tongue painting hot circles, every motion deliberate and rough with need. When he reached the slick heat of her center, his breath stuttered against her. She whimpered, the sound sharp and helpless, as his tongue traced her slowly, almost reverently.

The burn of the Essence clung between them, sweet and dark, setting every nerve alight. 

Outside, rain lashed the windows. Inside, the only sounds were wet heat, ragged breathing, and the faint, impossible whisper of gingerbread voices cheering them deeper into ruin.

“Yes…” they seemed to hiss. “More. Taste everything.” 

Enzo rose, chest heaving, mouth slick with her taste and the Essence. His eyes were glazed, pupils blown wide. She pulled him closer, her nails digging into his back as their mouths met in a frantic, desperate kiss that tasted of forbidden sweetness.

When he entered her, it wasn’t soft.
It was desperate, raw, as if they both knew it was wrong but needed it more because of that.
Every thrust burned; every gasp felt stolen from the edge of something feral.
They moved together, wild and breaking, until the line between pleasure and pain blurred. 

Penelope cried out, the sound sharp, echoing off flourdusted tiles. Enzo shuddered above her, breath caught on a groan so low it felt torn from somewhere deep. They clung to each other, bodies slick with sweat and sweetness, hearts hammering.

The gingerbread men sat with smiles smug as if this was exactly what they had wanted.
Penelope leaned into Enzo, breath shaking.
“I’m scared,” she whispered against his neck.
His voice broke. “So am I but you’re the only thing keeping me human.”
She pulled back to look into his eyes, dark with fear and love.
"And what if we’re already changing?” She asked. 

“Then we change together,” he whispered. “But I won’t let them have you.”
The gingerbread men stood there gazing patiently while Penelope felt it deep in her chest: the burn hadn’t faded.

It had only settled, waiting because the hunger wasn’t done.
And neither were they. 




Chapter Six

The rain kept falling; a steady, relentless drumbeat that seeped into the bones of the city.
Inside the café, the air felt thick, heavy with flour, sugar, and something darker; something sweet enough to suffocate.

Enzo and Penelope sat on the counter, breath still ragged from what they’d done. The tiles felt cold under Penelope’s thighs, but inside, heat coiled like a living thing.

She traced her finger over Enzo’s chest, catching the rise and fall of his breath. His skin smelled of sweat, spice, and the burnt sugary edge of the Essence still lingering on his tongue.

Neither of them spoke. Words felt useless when every nerve still hummed from pleasure edged with fear.

The gingerbread men had shifted. 

They stood unmistakably closer now. Their icing eyes caught the candlelight; little shadows pooling under their frosted edges.

Penelope swallowed, her voice rough, “Did you move them?”
Enzo shook his head, clenching his jaw. “No.” 

They watched together, breath held, as the closest gingerbread man tilted just enough that his icing grin caught more light.
“Penny…” Enzo whispered, voice low and raw. “Don’t look away.”

She couldn’t help it. Her gaze darted to him, his pupils wide, breath catching. 

When she looked back the gingerbread men had moved closer again. Fear twisted low in her belly, but it was tangled with something hotter. Something reckless.

“They want us to taste again,” she whispered, voice shaking. 

“ Part of you wants to,” Enzo murmured, his hand curling around her thigh, thumb tracing circles too soft to be comforting.

“Part of you does too,” she shot back. 

He didn’t deny it. His mouth lowered to her ear, voice so low it rasped against her skin. “Tell me you don’t want to feel it again. Tell me that you don’t miss the burn, the sweetness, the surrender.”

A shiver ran down her spine. Her thighs pressed together, heat gathering where his thumb teased. “I do,” she gasped. “I fucking do.”

Enzo’s lips traced her neck, hot breath sending goosebumps over her skin. 

“Entonces dilo,” he demanded softly. “Say you want the darkness.”
(Then say it)

Penelope’s breath hitched. Shame and desire tangled so tightly it hurt.
“Lo quiero,” she whispered. “I want the burn, the danger — all of it.”
(I want it)

His teeth grazed her pulse, sharp enough to make her gasp.
“What about me?” he rasped.
“You most of all,” she breathed, voice breaking.
The gingerbread men watched in perfect, silent approval.
She could almost hear them: “Feed us your fear. Taste us. Give in.” 

Penelope reached out, fingers trembling, dipping again into the Essence jar. The sauce clung to her skin, slow and dark.
Enzo caught her wrist. Their eyes locked. His gaze tormented, hungry, and terrified.

Then, without a word, he drew her finger to his mouth.
His tongue swept over her skin, slow, deliberate, tasting every drop.
The heat that shot through her made her head spin. 

She pushed him back against the wall, mouth crashing against his. The kiss was messy, teeth and tongue, the taste passing between them, darker like biting into sin.

Enzo groaned; the sound was raw and low. His hands gripped her hips, pulling her against him, bodies grinding together in desperate rhythm.
Their breath tangled. Hers was high and sharp, his was deep and broken. When they parted, she could barely breathe.

“I shouldn’t need this so much,” she gasped.
“Me neither,” he rasped. “But I do.”
The gingerbread men moved again.
Closer. 

Close enough that one brushed against her ankle. The icing felt cold and sticky, and the contact sent a jolt of heat racing up her leg.

She sucked in a breath, head spinning. 

“Penny…” Enzo's voice cracked. “They’re alive.” “I know,” she whispered, throat tight with fear and arousal.

“Taste us,” they seemed to hiss, soundless and terrible. “Or let us taste you.”
Enzo pressed his forehead to hers. “We should run.”
“But we aren’t going to.” She whispered back.
His lips brushed hers, barely there. “No. We won’t.”
She dropped to her knees before him, breath trembling.
Enzo's hand threaded into her hair, gentle but possessive. 

Penelope licked the last trace of Essence from her fingers, then traced her tongue along the edge of his jaw, tasting salt, spice, and sweat.
Enzo's breath hitched, a broken sound that made her thighs clench.

“You’re killing me,” he rasped, voice husky.
“Then die with me,” she whispered, tongue teasing lower, slower.
The gingerbread men watched, their icing smiles twisted and approving. 

Enzo pulled her up roughly, spinning her to face the counter. His breath hit her neck, hot and frantic. His hands traced her hips, pulling her back against him.

Penelope gasped, forehead hitting cool marble, the contrast making the burn in her skin feel sharper.
When he entered her, it was hard and deep. There was no hesitation, and no gentleness.
She cried out, breath fogging the marble. 

His hips slammed into her, rhythm fierce and raw. The pleasure blurred into something darker, something dangerous that curled tight in her belly.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, and her voice cracked.
“I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” he groaned. 

The gingerbread men crowded closer, icing eyes glittering. She swore she could hear them whispering: “More. Give us everything.”

Her release hit sharp and sudden, making her body clench tightly, and her mouth open in a silent scream. 

Enzo followed, groaning her name, body shuddering against hers.
They stayed like that, breathless and shaking; the burn of the Essence still coiling in their veins.

When they pulled apart, Penelope turned to face him. Enzo's chest heaved, sweat shining on scarred skin.
His eyes were dark, haunted, and beautiful.
“This isn’t over,” she whispered.
“I know,” he said, voice raw. “And I’m still not letting them have you.”
Her gaze flicked to the gingerbread men, now lined in a perfect circle around the empty jar. 

“But what if it’s too late?” She asked, voice breaking. Enzo pressed his forehead to hers. “Then we burn together.”




Chapter Seven

The rain had stopped, but the heat in the café hadn’t. 

Penelope leaned against the counter, breath still ragged, sweat cooling on her skin. Enzo stood across from her, chest heaving, hair damp, eyes black with need that hadn’t burned out — only settled deeper.

The gingerbread men ringed them now, closer than ever and in that heavy silence, the air seemed to hum with hunger.

Penelope swallowed. “Enzo… dime.” (Tell me.)
His jaw tightened, pain flashing through his gaze. “You don’t want to hear it.”
“I do,” she whispered. “I need to.”
He stepped closer, so close she could smell the spice still clinging to his breath. His voice dropped to a hoarse rasp. 

“I used to belong to them,” he confessed, the words breaking free like blood from an old wound. “The Devourers.”

Penelope’s heart stumbled. 

Enzo kept talking, voice raw, his hands fisting at his sides. “I was nineteen. Lost. Angry. They promised me power, freedom, pleasure that burned so deep it made everything else taste like ash.”

His eyes glazed, remembering. “And they delivered. Nights that blurred into days.. Bodies, heat, sauce on skin… we tasted everything and everyone.”
Penelope felt heat flush through her belly with shame, horror, and a hungry curiosity she couldn’t deny.

“What stopped you?” She asked, voice barely more than a breath. 

Enzo swallowed hard. “They wanted more. Not just indulgence but sacrifice. They said true flavor comes from loss. They wanted… someone I loved.” His voice cracked. “I couldn’t. I ran.”

His gaze locked with hers, haunted. “But I’ve never stopped craving it. Even now. Especially now. With you.” 

She stepped closer until they were breath to breath. Her fingers brushed his jaw, traced the sharp line of his cheekbone.

“We’re both fucked,” she whispered. “I know,” he rasped, voice tight. “And God help me, Penny — it makes me want you more.”

She kissed him then. Slow, deep, tasting the salt of confession, the spice of regret.
The gingerbread men watched, icing eyes gleaming, as if they’d waited for this moment.
One stepped forward. Its tiny body casts a bigger shadow than it should. 

In its little cookie hands, it carried a new sauce jar. This one was blacker than Essence, so thick it barely moved, a gloss like spilled oil.

Penelope’s breath hitched. “Enzo…” 

“I see it too,” he whispered. The gingerbread man set it at her feet, then stepped back, grinning with sugar-crusted teeth.

“Don’t,” Enzo rasped, voice tight. 

But Penelope was already reaching. Her hand shook as she lifted the jar, the heat of it seeping into her palm, making her pulse race.

The scent of smoke, burnt sugar, and something older, lingered in the room.
“I have to taste it,” she whispered, voice trembling.
“And if it takes you?” Enzo asked, voice raw. 

“Then follow me in,” she breathed.
She dipped her finger into the sauce. It clung, slow and heavy, dripping black as night.
She lifted it to her lips.

The first touch burned hotter than Essence — so sharp it made her vision blur, heat rushing through her veins, pooling between her thighs.

She moaned low, thighs clenching, head tipping back.
Enzo caught her, breath shaking. “Fuck, Penny.”
She kissed him, slick and desperate, sharing the taste.
The effect hit them both.
Enzo groaned, deep and broken, his hands gripping her hips like he might drown. 

Penelope gasped into his mouth, the burn spiking, sharp and sinful. It wasn’t just heat. It was ache, raw want that made her body tremble, nipples pebbling tight against sweat-slick skin.

“Enzo,” she gasped, voice shredded.
“Tell me what you want,” he rasped, breathing hot in her ear. 

She swallowed hard. Shame and need tangled on her tongue. “I want you… rough. Hard. Como no puedes parar.”
(Like you can't stop)

His breath hitched, a ragged sound that set fire under her skin.
“You’re sure?” he asked, voice shaking.
“No preguntes ,” she begged. “Solo hazlo.” (Don't ask. Just do.) 

Enzo turned her, pressing her chest to the cold wall, his hand sliding up to tangle in her hair, tilting her head back. His other hand slipped between her thighs, finding her slick, heat-drunk and trembling.

“God, Penny,” he groaned, voice breaking. “You’re soaked.”
“For you,” she gasped.
He entered her with a firm, deep presence, showing no signs of hesitation.
The first thrust stole her breath, the next made her moan sharp and helpless. 

The sauce burned between them, every nerve alive, every touch sparking hotter than it should.
Enzo’s grip in her hair tightened, hips slammed into her, pace brutal and perfect.

“Yes,” she gasped, “more — don’t stop—”
His teeth scraped her neck, breath ragged. “Nunca.” (Never.)
The gingerbread men watched, their smiles wicked, as if feasting on the sight. 

Penelope’s cheek pressed to the wall, heat spiraling higher, her body tight and ready to break. Enzo's thrusts grew rougher, breath tearing out in low, broken groans. Her release slammed into her raw, shaking, and so sharp it was almost painful. Enzo followed, groaning her name, body tensing behind her.

As their movements ceased and their breathing grew heavy, a thick, intoxicating tension settled over them. Penelope’s legs shook; Enzo held her up, sweat dripping from his jaw.

The sauce jar lay at their feet, still half-full, darker than any hunger. 

She turned to face him, breath catching on the sight of his glazed eyes, his hair damp, his chest marked with scratches she’d left.

“Enzo,” she whispered.
His thumb brushed her swollen lip. “Still want to run?”
“No,” she breathed. “Do you?” 

He shook his head, slow. “No. I want more.”
Penelope heard the gingerbread men whispers. The words slithering into the heat-fogged corners of her mind: “You’ve only begun to taste what’s waiting.”
Penelope felt the pull of something sweet, dark, and endless.

Something that wanted them both. And she wanted it, too. 




Chapter Eight

The café felt not just haunted but claimed. Flour dust still hung in the air, but it smelled sharper, spiced with burnt sugar and something older. Something that whispered to Penelope making her thighs press together, making her heart pound too fast.

Enzo's hand was on her hip, his grip bruising. She felt the mark of every thrust he’d given her, the sweet sting between her legs that made her breath catch, hips twitch for more.

The gingerbread men watched, closer than before, icing smiles twisting into something cruel. 

And Penelope… Penelope felt the burn under her skin, and the recollection of being something so small, golden, offering herself up in total helplessness.
Part of her still wanted that. Enzo saw it. His eyes darkened, jaw tight.

“You’re thinking about it,” he rasped.
She swallowed, heat flushing her neck. “About what?”
“About when you were… Nuggie.” His voice was harsh, ragged. “About them tasting you.”
Her breath caught. Shame burned under her ribs. It twisted with desire, hotter than guilt.
“I remember the sauces,” she whispered, voice breaking. “How it felt… when they covered me, claimed me.” 

Enzo’s grip tightened on her hip, hard enough to bruise. “You liked it,” he hissed, voice low and shaking. “Yes,” she gasped, tears stinging her eyes. “I fucking loved it.”

Something snapped between them. 

Enzo spun her, pressing her chest to the counter so roughly her breath shot from her lungs. The marble was cold under her cheek, but heat surged up from her belly, raw and aching.

His hand fisted in her hair, pulling her head back, breath hot at her ear. “You want to be tasted again?” He rasped, voice cracking with dark hunger.

“Yes,” she whimpered. “I want it. I want you to take me.” 

“Say it,” he demanded; his body pressed hard against her back.
“Taste me like they did,” she gasped, voice breaking. “Use me.”

Enzo shoved her legs apart with his knee, the movement rough, greedy. 

His fingers traced down, slipping into slick heat, making her cry out. “God, Penny,” he growled, voice almost pained. “You’re dripping.”

“For you,” she sobbed. “For the memory of them… for all of it.” 

He pulled back, the tip of him brushing her, and then slammed in so deep and hard she cried out, fingers scrabbling on the marble.

The sound of skin meeting skin echoed in the dark room, raw and shameless. The gingerbread men watched, closer than ever, icing eyes glittering.
Penelope swore she could hear them whispering. “Good girl. Remember how it felt? Let him taste you. Let us see.”

The words twisted through her, shame burning, pleasure peaking higher. 

His palm scraped up her back, gripping her shoulder tight to keep her still. The rhythm turned frantic, rougher; each heavy impact was a bruised kind of perfection that left her breathless.

“Yes,” she gasped, voice ragged. “Don’t stop, please — don’t ever stop.”
“Fuck, Penny,” he groaned, voice breaking. “I can’t — I can’t stop —” 

“Don’t,” she begged. “Ruin me.” The release was a fracture, sharp, and sudden. As her body arched, clenching tight against him, the only sound in the room was the desperate, sobbing wreck of her breath.

Enzo followed, hips stuttering, his groan low and raw, spilling inside her. 

They stayed like that. Their bodies were shaking ,breathing loudly in the silence. When Enzo pulled out, she collapsed against the counter, legs trembling. Her thighs were slick with them both, skin flushed, hair damp with sweat.

She turned, eyes glazed, chest heaving.
Enzo's gaze locked with hers, pupils blown wide. “Penny… what did they do to you?” 

She swallowed, throat tight. “They made me want it. Even when I knew it would devour me.”
She stepped closer, pressing her body to his, the sweatslick heat of him making her shiver.

“And now?” he rasped, breathing hot on her mouth.
“I still want it,” she breathed. “Even if it ruins me.” 

Enzo kissed her, rough and desperate, the taste of salt and darkness on his lips while the gingerbread men watched, icing smiles wide.

Penelope remembered how it had felt, as Nuggie: The sauces smothering her, covering her golden crust, sinking deep.

She had been utterly consumed —rendered small and powerless beneath him—and the realization that she craved it burned brighter than the shame.
“Tell me,” Enzo rasped, lips brushing her ear. “Tell me what it felt like.”

“It felt like belonging,” she whispered, voice trembling. “Like surrender. Like I wasn’t mine anymore.”
His breath caught, a low groan spilling from his chest. “You want that again?”
“Yes,” she gasped, shame burning her throat. “But only if it’s you.”
Enzo kissed her hard, teeth catching her lower lip, hand gripping her jaw.
“I’ll fucking ruin you,” he growled. “If that’s what you want.” 

“Do it,” she whispered back, breathless. “Make me yours.” The gingerbread men inched closer, icing eyes bright. And for the first time, Penelope didn’t look away. She welcomed their gaze because she had tasted darkness once and now, she wanted more.




Chapter Nine

The air tasted sweeter and heavier. Penelope could barely stand; her thighs trembled, sweat ran in slow rivulets down the curve of her back, and her chest heaved, nipples tight, flushed dark.

Enzo was a silhouette of raw need, his ribs rising and falling with every ragged breath. Yet the heat in his stare was rivaled by the cold dread creeping up from the floor. The gingerbread men were advancing, their festive expressions twisting into silent mimes of malice. Their shadows lengthened like ink stains, reaching out waiting for the moment to strike.

Penelope licked dry lips, pulse thundering. “Enzo…” 

“Tell me," He rasped, his voice barely human, deep and shaking. “Tell me what the sauces did to you.” A thick swallow did little to cool the shame burning her cheeks, not when it was knotted with a sudden, jagged heat that made her muscles coil in reflex.

“They covered me,” she breathed, voice trembling. “They clung to every part of me and smothered me until I couldn’t breathe, until I didn’t want to.”

Enzo groaned, hand twitching at his side. “And you liked it.”
“Yes,” she gasped, tears stinging her lashes. “I loved it. I wanted to be tasted, devoured, ruined.” 

His hand closed on her neck, thumb brushing her racing pulse, rough enough to make her breath catch. “And now?” he rasped.
“I want you to do it,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Taste me. Take me. Use me until I can’t think.”

The words unleashed him. 

Enzo spun her, shoving her back against the wall so hard the shelves rattled. Her breath tore free in a ragged gasp, heart pounding.

He kissed her brutally; teeth and tongue, the taste of sweat and darkness crashed into her mouth.
She moaned, hips arching, craving the bruising press of his body.
“Beg,” he growled against her lips, voice cracking. “I want to hear it.”
“Please,” she gasped, tears wetting her lashes. “Fuck me. 

Hard. Make me forget everything but you.”
Without a word, he reached for her, his rough fingers intrusive and impatient. He pushed deep into her slick warmth, catching her off guard and sending her back arching with a startled cry.

“God, Penny,” he rasped, voice hoarse. “You’re soaked. You’re dripping.”
“For you,” she sobbed. “Only for you.” 

He withdrew slowly, his fingers shimmering with the proof of her. He held her gaze as he tasted her, a low, velvet sound vibrating in his throat. The sight of his dark satisfaction sent a liquid heat spiraling through her, turning her bones to water until she could barely stand.

“Turn around,” he ordered, voice ragged. She obeyed, palms flat on the cold wall, back arched, breath shaking.

Enzo's hand gripped her hip, bruising tight — then he thrust into her, deep and hard, in one sharp movement that stole her breath.

She cried out, forehead hitting the wall.
“More,” she gasped, voice high and broken. “Harder — don’t stop.”
Enzo's rhythm turned brutal, primal — hips slamming into her so hard the slap of skin echoed in the dark. 

Each thrust forced a ragged moan from her lips, heat twisting tighter, pleasure so sharp it blurred into something darker.
His breath rasped against her neck, words spilling rough and low. “You love this. Being taken. Being ruined.”

“Yes,” she sobbed, tears spilling. “Yes! Ruin me.” 

The gingerbread men pressed closer, so close she could feel the heat radiating off them, the smell of spice and burnt sugar.

She thought she heard them whisper: “Good girl… let him devour you… let us watch…” 

Shame flooded her cheeks — but it only made the heat burn hotter, slicker. Enzo's hand tangled in her hair, yanking her head back so her throat arched, helpless. He bit down on her shoulder, sharp enough to bruise, making her gasp.
She was lost to a white-hot explosion of feeling—raw and all-consuming—as her body buckled and tightened around his.

Enzo groaned, voice breaking, hips stuttering as he came deep inside her, warmth spilling hot.
They stayed locked together, bodies shaking, sweat-slick skin stuck together.
Penelope’s breath came in ragged sobs; Enzo's chest heaved against her back. 

Slowly, he pulled out, hands gentle now, turning her to face him. Her thighs were slick, lips swollen, hair tangled, eyes glazed with tears and pleasure.

“Look at me,” he rasped, thumb brushing her cheek. She met his stare with a raw honesty; she was a wreck, certainly, but she was still there.

“I’ll ruin you every night if you let me,” he whispered.
“Por favor,” she breathed. “Do it.” (Please) 

The gingerbread figures crept forward; the flickering candlelight dancing in their sugary eyes as their shadows stretched into jagged, impossible shapes. One raised its stump-like arms in a mockery of a plea.

Penelope’s breath caught.
Enzo saw it too. “They want you to taste them,” he rasped. 

She swallowed hard, body trembling. “Will you be with me?”
“Always,” he vowed, voice cracking. “Even if it destroys us.”

Together, they knelt.
Penelope’s hand shook as she lifted the tiny gingerbread man. Its sugar-crusted grin seemed to widen.
She brought it to her lips.
Enzo's hand closed on her throat, gentle but firm and then she bit.
The first taste was sweet, spiced — but the second… The second burned like sin. 

She moaned into the bite, head spinning, thighs clenching, heat tearing through her like fire.
Enzo groaned, his hand sliding between her thighs, fingers finding her slick and ready again.

“More,” she choked out a gasp; her vocal cords strained to the point of collapse. 

He didn't hold back, his hands working with a relentless, punishing pace while his mouth latched onto her throat, leaving a trail of dark marks behind. The release hit her like a physical blow, leaving her shuddering and weaklegged. As she spiraled, she crushed the gingerbread man in her fist, the taste of spice and sugar smearing across her lips.

Enzo kissed her, devouring the crumbs from her mouth, tongue hot and desperate. 

When they pulled back, breathless, the darkness felt alive. Her limbs were heavy and battered, yet her heart remained a desperate thing, thumping with fierce, starving energy.

She met Enzo's gaze, pupils blown, sweat shining on scarred skin.
“We’re lost,” she whispered.
“Yes,” he rasped, voice low and dark. “But we’re lost together.” 

In the flickering candlelight, the gingerbread men whispered: “You have only begun to taste what waits in the dark…”

And Penelope, breath trembling, wanted it all. 




Chapter Ten

The candle burned low, shadows spilling thick across the floor. Penelope stood on trembling legs, body still buzzing from Enzo’s touch, thighs sticky, lips swollen. Enzo watched her, chest rising and falling, sweat slicking his scarred skin. Something behind his eyes had broken free with a raw and ravenous darkness.

The gingerbread men circled them now, closer than ever, sugar crust cracked into wicked smiles. In their tiny, spicescented hands, they carried more: crumbled shards of burnt sugar, chips of candied ginger, and black-dusted frosting that shimmered in the low light.

Penelope’s pulse thundered. She couldn’t look away. 

“Penny,” Enzo rasped, voice raw and shaking. “This is your last chance. If we start… there’s no going back.” She swallowed, heat flushing up her chest, her thighs clenching tight. “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Ruin me. Please.”

Enzo stepped forward, grabbing her jaw, forcing her gaze to his. His breath came ragged, hot on her lips. “Remember when you were Nuggie? When the sauces took you?”

Her breath caught, shame and heat twisted deep. “Yes,” she gasped.
“You wanted it,” he hissed. “To be covered. Devoured. Owned.”
“Yes,” she whimpered. “I wanted to belong to them.”
“And now?” he demanded, thumb brushing her spit-slick lip. “Who do you belong to?”
“You,” she breathed, tears burning her lashes. “Only you.”
His kiss crashed into her — brutal, claiming, tongue forcing past her lips, tasting her with raw hunger.
She moaned into it, her body arching, heat dripping down her thighs.
Enzo broke the kiss, breath heaving. “On your knees.” 

She dropped, palms flat on the cold stone, chest rising and falling, hair falling over flushed cheeks. The gingerbread men stepped closer, their icing eyes black with spice and something darker. They held up the shards of burnt sugar, the black-dusted frosting.

Penelope’s breath trembled. Enzo's hand tangled in her hair, tilting her head back.
“Open,” he ordered, voice low and harsh. She obeyed, lips parting, tongue wet. 

The gingerbread men fed her with their tiny hands pressing burnt sugar to her lips. It melted sharp and smoky, bitterness twisting her tongue, making her moan.

They smeared the black frosting across her lips, sticky and hot, sugar stinging.
Enzo watched, breath shaking. “Fuck, Penny… look at you. So ready to be devoured again.”
“Yes,” she gasped, voice thick with sugar and need. “Please… more.” 

His grip tightened, forcing her gaze upward and baring her neck to the air. The shock of his spit was warm and sharp against her tongue; she took it, a tremor cascading down her spine. The resulting throb between her thighs was a jagged, painful electricity. Enzo’s voice was a scorched whisper against the silence: “Good fucking girl.”

He hauled her up and spun her in one fluid motion, pinning her chest-down against the counter. The marble was ice against her skin, making her nipples peak and ache with the chill. His palm trailed down her spine with a heavy, possessive friction before he delivered a sharp, sudden crack. The sting sent a shockwave of heat through her, leaving her gasping as she slicked with a heavy, sudden ache.

“Count,” he ordered.
“One,” she gasped, voice shaking. 

He struck again with renewed force, the sound of palm meeting skin snapping through the shadows with startling clarity.
“Two,” she sobbed.

Again. “Three.”
Each slap burned, heat blooming across her skin, shame and pleasure blurring until they felt the same.
By “six,” her voice broke, tears spilling hot.
Enzo leaned over her, breath ragged. “You’re mine,” he rasped, teeth scraping her ear.
“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yours — please, fuck me.”
He didn’t make her wait. 

He shoved into her, hard and deep, so raw it stole her breath.
Her forehead hit the counter as she cried out, fingers clawing for purchase on the slick surface. He was savage now, his hips striking hers with a wet, punishing force that echoed in the dark. The air grew heavy with the scent of ginger and clove as the cookies closed in, their proximity radiating a sweet, stinging heat. Suddenly, she wasn't just here; she was back in Essence, smothered by thick sauces, becoming nothing more than a thing to be flavored and owned.

Enzo's hand fisted in her hair, yanking her head back. “You’re mine now,” he snarled. “Not theirs.”
“Yes,” she gasped, voice breaking. “Yours.”
Her orgasm ripped through her, raw and blinding, body clenching so tight it hurt. 

Enzo followed with a low groan, hips stuttering, spilling heat deep inside her.
They stayed locked together, breath ragged, sweat dripping.

This concluding scene is a powerful "aftermath" moment, contrasting the wreckage of her physical state with the newfound clarity of her spirit.

As he withdrew, her strength evaporated; she slumped against the marble, her legs a mess of tremors and their mingled heat.

Enzo moved to turn her, his thumb gently catching the crystalline grit of sugar and salt on her face. With her mouth stained dark and her skin branded by his teeth and palms, she was a portrait of total devastation—and yet, in the center of that ruin, she felt a pulse more vibrant than ever before.
“Again,” she whispered, voice shredded. “Please… again.”

Enzo's gaze darkened, hunger reigniting. 

“God help us,” he rasped, pulling her close, mouth crashing to hers. “We’re not stopping until there’s nothing left to ruin.”

And in the shadows, the gingerbread men watched — icing smiles wide and unholy.
And Penelope, breath trembling, wanted it. Every dark, devouring bite. 




Chapter Eleven

The candle’s last stub flickered, shadows bending and twisting on the flour-slicked walls. Penelope stood, naked but for the smudges of black sugar still staining her lips and the bruises blooming on her hips and thighs. Sweat ran down her chest in trembling rivulets, catching on flushed skin, pooling at the crease of her breast.

The man standing before her was a stranger of pure instinct, his jaw tight enough to snap and his eyes eclipsed by darkness. Behind that stare lived a hunger so primitive and unashamed that it felt like a physical weight in the room.

The gingerbread men crowded closer, their sugary grins twisting into jagged points as their spice-heavy shadows elongated across the floor.

Penelope swallowed. Her pulse thundered. Enzo stepped forward, hand closing rough around her throat, thumb brushing the black sugar still sticky on her lip. “You think you’ve been ruined yet?” He rasped, voice shaking.

She shuddered, her intake of air hitching sharply in her throat. “No.”
“You’re fucking right,” he growled, grip tightening just enough to steal her next breath. “We’re not even close.” 

He shoved her back against the counter so hard flour burst into the air, white dust clinging to sweat-slick skin. Her head snapped back, stars exploding behind her eyes.

“On your knees,” he ordered, voice rough, ragged. 

She dropped, marble cold beneath her, breath trembling, hair falling wild across her face.
The gingerbread men crowded around, closer than ever — small, spiced bodies brushing her thighs, leaving smears of burnt sugar across flushed skin.

Penelope whimpered, heat flooding so sharp it felt like pain. Enzo undid his pants, cock heavy, flushed, veins standing dark. “Open,” he rasped.

She obeyed, tongue wet, lips parted. He shoved deep into her mouth, making her gag, tears spilling hot down her cheeks.

“Take it,” he snarled, voice breaking. “Fucking take it.” 

She hollowed her cheeks, drool spilling from the corners of her mouth, dripping hot onto her chest.
Enzo’s hips snapped forward, fucking her mouth rough, unforgiving. The slap of skin and wet heat echoed in the dark.

The gingerbread men pressed closer, sticky fingers tracing the flush of her breasts, sugar burning against sensitive skin.

Shame burned through her, but it only made the heat burn hotter, wetter.
She moaned around him, tears dripping onto her chest.
Enzo’s hand fisted in her hair, yanking her head back, spit and precum smeared across her chin.
“Mirame,” he rasped. (Look at me) 

She met his stare with an unvarnished honesty; she was a broken thing, certainly, but a thing that still reached for him.

“Good fucking girl,” he groaned, voice wrecked.
He pulled out, a string of spit and slick connecting them.
“Stand up,” he ordered.
She staggered to her feet, legs trembling.
“Bend over,” he growled.
Enzo’s breath rasped. “Spread your legs wider.” 

She obeyed, thighs trembling, slick heat dripping down her inner legs.
He claimed her in one deep, unrefined motion, his power throwing her off balance until her forehead slammed into the marble surface.

She sobbed, nails scraping stone, the burn of stretch and sting of bruises twisting into something that made her clench around him.

“Harder,” she wheezed, the word splintering in the air. “Please, Enzo—harder.” 

He responded with a low, predatory snarl before redoubling his efforts. He drove into her with a bruising cadence, his body colliding with hers in a sequence of wet, heavy strikes. His perspiration began to rain down, stinging her heated skin as he claimed her with every slamming inch

The gingerbread men crowded close, icing hands brushing her ass, sticky sugar smearing bruised flesh.
One crawled up, tiny and hot, spice burning against her flushed skin. Its sugar-crusted body pressed against her hip, hot enough to sting.

Penelope sobbed, heat flooding sharper, rawer.
Enzo's breath broke. “God, Penny… you love this. You fucking love this.”
“Yes,” she sobbed, voice wrecked. “Ruin me — mark me inside.” 

Her orgasm slammed through her — raw, so sharp her vision whited out, body clenching so tight around him she felt him shudder.

Enzo came with a hoarse groan, hips jerking, spilling hot and deep.
They stayed locked together, sweat dripping, and breath ragged.

When he pulled out, cum leaked hot down her thighs, mixing with the sugar and sweat.
She turned, chest heaving, hair damp and wild.
Enzo caught her face in rough hands, thumb brushing sugar from her lips.
“You’re mine now,” he rasped, voice raw. “Not theirs.”
She swallowed, tears spilling. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yours.” 

But the gingerbread men circled still, closer, spice burning the air.
And deep inside, under the bruises and heat, Penelope still remembered what it felt like to be tasted — to be theirs.

And the darkest, rawest part of her still wanted it. 




Chapter Twelve

They stood in the dark, breath ragged, sweat cooling on bruised skin. Penelope’s thighs glistened with slick and cum, bruises blooming dark where Enzo's hands had held her, where he had claimed her.

Enzo’s chest rose and fell, pupils wide and black, jaw tight with hunger still unsatisfied. The gingerbread men had stopped circling — now they waited, silent, their icing grins warped and wanting.

Penelope’s heart slammed against her ribs. She should have felt fear. Instead, heat licked up her spine, raw and sharp, so strong it left her lightheaded.

She stepped toward them. One of the gingerbread men raised its tiny hand, burnt sugar flaking off its cracked crust. Its black icing eyes glittered in the candle’s dying light.

Penelope’s breath trembled. “Enzo?”
“Go on,” he rasped, voice shredded, darker than she’d ever heard. “Let them taste you.” 

Her stomach flipped, shame and desire tangled so tight it hurt but her legs moved anyway, bringing her to her knees on the cold flour-strewn floor.

The gingerbread men crowded close, sugar scent turning thick and smoky, almost choking. 

One pressed its tiny body against her thigh, sticky with burnt sugar. The heat of it burned — sharp enough to sting. She gasped, hips twitching, slick dripping fresh between her legs. Enzo crouched behind her, hand closing around her throat — rough, grounding.

“Let them,” he growled. “Don’t fucking run.” 

Another gingerbread man grew to human size. Penelope watched it in shock and then it ran its sugar hands brushing her hip, then the curve of her belly.

Its touch left lines of scorched sugar across her skin, burning hot, making her back arch, a moan tearing from her lips.

One crawled behind her, icing limbs dragging slow and deliberate along the inside of her thigh. 

The heat of it was wrong, unnatural — but it made her body clench, breath coming faster.
Enzo’s breath burned at her ear. “Does it feel good, Penny?”

“Yes,” she gasped, shame choking her. “God, yes.”
The gingerbread man at her belly slipped lower, sticky hands parting her slick folds.
The sugar burned on her swollen flesh — heat and sting so sharp she cried out, nails digging into her own thighs.
But pleasure crashed through her, raw, unstoppable.
The sugar didn’t just burn — it coated, clung, tasted.
Her body clenched around nothing, heat tearing her apart. 

Another gingerbread man, icing eyes black, crawled up to her chest.
It's sugar-crusted hands gripped her breast, pressing so hard she whimpered.

Then it bit. 

Its burnt sugar teeth sank into her soft flesh — pain flaring whitehot, mixing with the pleasure until she couldn’t separate them.

She screamed, hips jerking, tears spilling hot.
Enzo's hand tightened on her throat, breath shaking.
“God, look at you,” he rasped, voice broken. “You fucking love it.”
“Yes,” she sobbed, voice raw. “¡Más… Necesito más!” (More… I need more!)
The gingerbread man between her thighs dipped its head low.
Pain flared sharp, shocking but pleasure exploded with it, raw and blinding.
Her vision blurred, body shaking so hard her knees buckled.
Enzo's arm locked around her waist, holding her up.
“Don’t you fucking fall,” he snarled. “Take it.”
The gingerbread man licked, rough and grainy, burnt sugar scraping her sensitive skin. 

She cried out, hips bucking against its frosted, hot mouth. The climax ripped through her like a lightning strike— jagged and unrefined—surging with a violence that made the world go dark at the edges.

A broken sob escaped her as her muscles finally gave out, her legs trembling under the weight of the release. 

Between her thighs, a hot, fluid ruin began to track downward, turning into a gritty paste as it merged with the sugar and crumbs scattered across the stone.

The gingerbread men kept tasting, licking, biting. 

It was a collision of burnt sweetness and raw fire, chaos so absolute that the borders of her own senses simply washed away.

When they finally pulled back, her skin was flushed red, peppered with bite marks and sugar burns.
The moisture of their encounter clung to her like a second skin, marking her ruin as she fought for air in the heavy silence.

Enzo caught her face, thumb brushing sweat and crumbs from her lips.
“You’re mine,” he rasped. “Even when they taste you.”
“Yes,” she whispered, voice broken. “Siempre tuyo.” (Always yours.)
In the flickering dark, the gingerbread men watched — their icing smiles wide, sugar-stained.
Penelope trembled, chest heaving, body shaking.
But deep in her ruined, sated heart, she knew: She wanted more. 




Chapter Thirteen

The air reeked of burnt sugar and sweat. Penelope lay sprawled on the floor, thighs bruised and glistening, body still trembling from the gingerbread men’s raw, biting taste. Her breath tore from her lungs in ragged sobs — not of fear, but of pleasure so sharp it felt like pain.

Enzo stood over her, chest heaving, sweat dripping down scarred skin. The gingerbread men circled closer again, icing eyes glinting in shadows.

But this time, something in Enzo’s gaze shifted. The hunger was still there — raw, dark, unashamed. But behind it: grief, guilt, and a fear that made his jaw tighten.

Penelope saw it, even through the haze of desire.
“Enzo,” she rasped, voice raw, body aching, “tell me.” He looked down at her, throat working.
“I didn’t want to,” he whispered. “God, Penny… I never wanted you to see this side of me.”
She sat up, hair wild, sugar smeared on flushed skin. “Then why show me?” 

“Because you brought it out,” he rasped, voice shaking. “And because they —” He glanced at the gingerbread men, voice breaking. “They’ve waited for you too.”

Penelope’s pulse slammed, cold sliding under the sweat on her skin.
“What do you mean, waited?” she whispered.
Enzo swallowed, stepping back. “The sauces… the gingerbread men… they aren’t random. They’re echoes.” “Of what?” she demanded, voice cracking. 

“Of what I did,” he breathed, voice raw. “Of who I was.” She crawled closer, bruised thighs trembling, ignoring the pain.

“Tell me.”
Enzo's chest heaved. His eyes shimmered with something that looked too much like guilt. 

“I wasn’t always the broken man who makes pastries at night and fucks like a sinner,” he rasped. “Ten years ago… I was part of something dark. Older than this bakery. Older than either of us.”

Penelope’s breath caught. Enzo's jaw tightened, the scars on his chest seeming to pulse in the candlelight. “I used to belong to a… coven,” he whispered. “Not witches, not exactly. We called ourselves Bakers of the Black Batch.”

She blinked, cold sweat breaking out along her spine. 

“We didn’t bake for the living, Penny,” Enzo whispered, voice raw. “We baked to feed something older. Something that tasted souls — sweetened them, salted them, spiced them until they were ready to be devoured.”

Penelope shivered, the room seeming to darken around them.
“And the gingerbread men?” she asked, voice barely a whisper. 

Enzo swallowed. “They’re what’s left. The souls we fed to the dark oven, shaped into spice and sugar. They live, but they still hunger. They remember what it was to be human — and they want to taste it again.”

“And me?” she rasped, trembling, shame and heat twined tight in her chest. 

Enzo's voice cracked. “The night you dipped into Essence of Ultimate Flavor… that sauce was cursed. I made it. It was meant to call the hunger back. To offer it a new vessel.”

“Me.” she whispered. 

“Yes,” he choked, tears burning his eyes. “God, Penny — I never thought it would be you. I never wanted it to be you.”

Penelope’s pulse thundered. 

“And why me?” “Because you already loved the taste of indulgence,” he rasped. “The sauces, the heat, the ruin — you were made to feed the hunger. You feel pleasure and pain like they’re the same — and that’s what the hunger craves.”

The gingerbread men drew closer still, spice smoke thickening, the smell turning darker — burnt sugar mixed with something metallic, almost like blood.

Penelope swallowed hard, body trembling, bruises burning.
“And you?” she asked, voice shaking. “Enzo…what are you now?” 

Enzo stepped closer, shadows painting his scars darker. “I tried to leave,” he whispered. “But the hunger marked me. When I fuck, when I hurt, when I taste sweat and blood — it remembers me.”

“And you want it,” she breathed, voice catching. 

“Yes,” he rasped. “And I hate myself for it. But you, Penny… you love it. And that terrifies me — because it means you could take my place.”

Penelope’s pulse stumbled.
“You think I’d… what? Become you?”
“I think,” Enzo said, voice shaking, “that you could become worse.”
The gingerbread men reached her, burnt sugar fingers brushing her bruises, tracing the bite marks they’d left. Penelope’s breath caught — heat spiking so sharp it hurt.
Her body ached, ruined, marked by Enzo and by them — but the darkest part of her wanted more.
Enzo sank to his knees before her, sweat dripping, eyes raw.
“I can try to stop them,” he whispered. “But you have to choose. Stay human — or feed.”
Penelope trembled, bruised thighs clenching, slick heat still clinging between them.
The gingerbread men pressed closer, sugar eyes black and endless.
Her breath shook.
And the truth crashed into her chest: She didn’t want to stop.
She leaned forward, voice barely a breath. 

“Then feed me,” she whispered, tears slipping down sugarsmeared cheeks. “Let them taste me again. And you — taste me too. Make me yours, Enzo — all the way.”

Enzo's face twisted — guilt and hunger warring in his gaze.
Then the hunger won.
His hand fisted in her hair, dragging her mouth to his, tongue tasting tears and sugar, kissing her so hard it hurt.
Behind them, the gingerbread men climbed her thighs, burnt sugar mouths parting, ready to taste.
Penelope’s last thought before heat swallowed her:
Maybe ruin isn’t the end. Maybe it’s what I was made for. 




Chapter Fourteen

The shadows coiled around them, thick as burnt sugar smoke. Penelope knelt on the flour-streaked floor, thighs raw with bruises, chest streaked with sweat and black sugar. Enzo's breath rasped behind her, scarred chest heaving, pupils blown so wide they looked bottomless.

The gingerbread men crept closer, icing smiles wide and cracked, burnt edges glinting in dying candlelight.
Penelope’s heart hammered in her ribs, the memory of being Nuggie flashing hot and sharp behind her eyes: 

The sauces — black garlic molasses, biting Sriracha, smoky chipotle, sweet honey mustard, spicy barbecue — all tasting her, claiming her. She remembered the burn of spice, the slick sweetness of honey, the shameless heat of chipotle seeping into her golden crust. She had loved it. Had moaned for it.

Even now, as a woman again, she could still feel them: sticky on her skin, smearing across tender places, licking into every fold and curve until she wasn’t sure where pleasure ended and shame began.

Enzo’s hand fisted in her hair, yanking her head back so her throat arched bare and helpless.
“Tell me what you remember,” he rasped, voice shredded and shaking.
She swallowed, heat and humiliation twisting so tight she almost sobbed. 

“I remember,” she whispered, voice cracking, “how it felt to be tasted… to be theirs. How I wanted more. How I begged them to dip me again… deeper… rougher.” Enzo's breath caught, grip tightening.

“And now?”
“I still want it,” she choked, tears spilling. “God, Enzo… I still fucking want it.”
The gingerbread men pressed closer, sugar scent thick and dizzying, burnt edges brushing her flushed skin. 

One climbed her thigh, sugar crust scratching her bruisedark flesh. Its mouth opened — tiny, black, hungry — and bit.

Penelope cried out, pain and heat crashing together, slick dripping fresh between her legs.
Another crawled across her chest, icing eyes glinting, burnt sugar teeth scraping the swell of her breast. It bit, stinging sharp, pain blooming into raw, searing pleasure.

She gasped, head falling forward, breath broken.
Enzo moved behind her, voice ragged.
“You don’t want to be saved,” he rasped. “You want to be devoured.”
“Yes,” she sobbed, voice torn. “Please, Enzo — ruin me again.”
He shoved her forward, chest hitting the cold floor. Her ass lifted, thighs spread wide, slick heat glistening. 

Enzo knelt behind her, cock hard and flushed, breath shaking.
“Look at them,” he growled, voice raw. “Look how they fucking want you.”

Penelope lifted her gaze, tears blurring the sight of gingerbread men crowded around her, burnt sugar mouths open, icing eyes black with hunger.

Her chest heaved.
“I want them too,” she whispered.
Enzo’s hand closed around the back of her neck, holding her down.
He thrust into her — hard, so raw it stole her breath, bruises screaming under his grip. 

She cried out, hips jerking, pleasure and pain tangled until they tasted the same.
The gingerbread men bit again — at her thighs, her breasts, even the soft skin of her stomach. Sugar burned, bites sharp enough to draw drops of blood.

Penelope sobbed, body shaking, heat pouring through her like a fever.
“I remember,” she gasped, voice shredded. “When I was Nuggie… I wanted to be theirs forever.”
Enzo groaned, hips slamming harder, sweat dripping onto her back.
“And now?” he rasped.
“I still do,” she choked. “But I want to be yours too. Both. God, Enzo — I don’t care if it ruins me.” 

One gingerbread man crawled lower, burnt sugar mouth pressing to her clit — licking, biting.
The pain was sharp, dizzying — but it sparked pleasure so raw her vision went white.

Enzo fucked her harder, each thrust bruising, breath ragged and broken.
The gingerbread men tasted her sweat, her tears, even the slick dripping from her thighs.
She should have felt shame — but all she felt was burning, blinding need.
Her orgasm crashed through her, raw and blinding, body clenching so tight she thought she’d break.
Enzo followed, groaning low and wrecked, spilling hot inside her. 

They collapsed together, breath ragged, bodies shaking. Penelope lay in the sugar-dusted dark, chest heaving, bruises burning. The gingerbread men pressed closer, burnt sugar scent thick as sin.

Enzo curled around her, scarred chest against her back, breath still shaking.
“Penny,” he whispered, voice raw, “I should stop. I should save you from this.”
She turned, tears and sweat on her cheeks, heart pounding.
“I don’t want to be saved,” she rasped. “Not from you. Not from them. Not from what I was.” 

In the flickering dark, the memory of being Nuggie still glowed inside her — sweet, sinful, unforgettable. And Penelope Morgan — once a woman, once a nugget, now something more — knew ruin was only the beginning.




Chapter Fifteen

The candle burned to its final stub, wax dripping black onto cracked tile. Penelope lay on the flour-caked floor, bruised thighs spread, slick drying on feverish skin. Enzo knelt beside her, chest heaving, sweat dripping from scars that caught the dying light.

Around them, the gingerbread men circled — burnt sugar scent turning thick, smoky, wrong. Their icing eyes glinted, and the cracks in their crusts seemed to pulse with something deeper.

Something alive.
Enzo swallowed, voice hoarse.
“You need to know,” he rasped, “what I did — what waits beneath this place.”
Penelope’s breath trembled. “Tell me.” 

He dragged a hand over his face, jaw clenched so tight it trembled. “Ten years ago, I was part of the Black Batch. We weren’t bakers, Penny — we were feeders. We flavored souls with pleasure, pain, shame… until they were sweet enough to offer.”

“To who?” she whispered, chest tight. 

“To the Hunger,” he breathed, voice shaking. “An ancient, devouring thing that wakes only when it tastes perfectly seasoned sin.”

Penelope shivered, bruises throbbing like fresh wounds. 

“And what happened?” Enzo’s throat bobbed. “We got greedy. We wanted to see if one could carry enough flavor to wake it fully. We took a girl — god, she couldn’t have been older than twenty- four. We ruined her. Her body, her mind, and her soul. We fed her shame, pain, pleasure until she forgot her own name.”

Tears burned his eyes.
“And then we baked her. Alive. We offered her as the Black Batch’s masterpiece.”
Penelope’s stomach lurched, bile burning the back of her throat.
“And did it work?” she whispered, voice shaking.
Enzo nodded, jaw tight. 

“It woke. Just enough to taste her. And it wanted more.” His voice cracked. “I ran, Penny. I couldn’t stand what we’d become. But it marked me and you see these scars…”

He touched the ragged lines on his chest, skin burned and twisted.
“They’re its mark. And ever since, I can’t fuck, fight, or taste pain without feeling it watch me.”
Penelope’s breath caught, chest aching.
“And me?” she whispered, voice raw. “Why did it call to me?” 

“Because you dipped yourself,” Enzo rasped. “When you were Nuggie, you offered yourself to flavor. You tasted sin and loved it. That’s what it craves: someone who wants to be ruined.”
The gingerbread men pressed closer, cracks along their crusts widening, shadows curling from them like black smoke.

Penelope’s pulse slammed, heat sparking sharp between her thighs despite the horror.
“And now?” she rasped, tears streaking her face.
Enzo swallowed, voice hoarse.
“It knows you’re here. It wants to taste you. And god help me, Penny. Part of me wants to feed you to it.”
Penelope’s breath trembled, bruises burning, memory of sauces and bites sharp in her mind. 

She should have been afraid. But something darker stirred inside her. The part of her that once lay, golden and helpless, begging the sauces to dip her deeper. The part that loved being tasted, loved being smothered, loved being ruined.

“Then do it,” she whispered, voice barely more than a breath.
Enzo's eyes went wide. 

“Feed me to it,” she gasped, shame and heat tangling so tight it hurt. “If it wants me then give me to it but you must ruin me first.

Enzo's jaw clenched, grief and hunger warring in his gaze. 

“Penny…” “I was Nuggie once,” she rasped, tears spilling. “I wanted them to devour me. I still do. But I want it to be you who offers me.”

The gingerbread men pressed in, burnt sugar mouths opening, heat radiating so strong it felt like standing at the edge of an oven.

Enzo's hand fisted in her hair, dragging her up to face him. 

“Do you even know what you’re asking?” he snarled, voice cracking. “You’d be dismantled, piece by piece, until your body, your heart, and your history are nothing but smoke.”

“I don’t care,” she sobbed, voice raw. “Please, Enzo — make me worthy of being devoured.”
His mouth crashed onto hers, bruising and desperate, tasting sweat, sugar, and salt.
His teeth cut her lip; copper flooded her tongue.
She moaned into the kiss, hips grinding against the flourcaked floor.
“Turn around,” he rasped, voice shaking. “Hands flat. Ass up.”
She obeyed, heart slamming, shame hot and wet between her thighs. 

The gingerbread figures swarmed her, their mouths of scorched sugar latching onto her bruises with a relentless, biting hunger.

They lapped the salt of her sweat from her skin, their tiny teeth leaving raw, stinging marks in their wake. Every nip was a jolt of scorching pain. A frantic, spicy invasion as they mapped every inch of her trembling body. Enzo knelt behind her, cock heavy, sweat dripping onto her back.

“You remember being Nuggie?” he rasped, voice ragged.
“Yes,” she choked, tears dripping onto flour. 

“Then remember what it felt like to want to be eaten,” he growled, and thrust into her hard enough to make her cry out.

He hammered against her without mercy, the sheer momentum of his hips leaving her body aching and tender under the pressure.

The gingerbread men bit and licked, sugar crust scraping tender skin. 

The burn turned into blinding heat, pleasure so sharp she sobbed.
She remembered the sauces tasting her golden crust, the sweet and sour bite, the sting of Sriracha, the dark pull of smoky chipotle.

She remembered begging for it. 

She was back to begging, her body snapping back against him with a mind of its own, her lips slick and trembling with the weight of her broken sounds.

Enzo's voice broke. “God, Penny, you’re so fucking ruined.”
“More,” she sobbed. “Please, Enzo. More.”
He pulled out, hand fisting in her hair, dragging her to her knees.
“Open,” he rasped. She opened her mouth, tears streaking her cheeks.
He pushed into her mouth, hips snapping, fucking her throat raw and wet. 

The gingerbread men bit at her breasts, belly, thighs — each bite leaving burnt sugar burns and raw pain that twisted into pleasure.

Enzo came with a hoarse groan, spilling hot down her throat.
She swallowed, tears burning her eyes, chest heaving.
When he pulled back, the gingerbread men pressed closer, icing mouths parting. 

Enzo's voice cracked. “They’ll taste you now,” he whispered. “They’ll mark you for the Hunger.” “Yes,” she rasped, voice raw. “Por favor.” (Please.)

A phalanx of spice-scented shadows crawled over her frame, the aroma of burnt molasses as dense and stifling as a house on fire.

They were a swarm of tiny hungers, biting and licking with a rhythmic, scraping precision. They tasted everything: the brine of her sweat, the heat of her slick, and the sharp, iron sting of the blood they drew from her bruises.

Pain blurred into pleasure until she couldn’t tell them apart.
She sobbed, body shaking, heat rolling through her so strong it felt like dying. 

Enzo watched, jaw clenched, tears burning his eyes. “You’re mine,” he rasped, voice breaking. “Even when they ruin you. Remember, you’re fucking mine.”

Penelope’s vision blurred, body bruised and bloodied, but in that raw ruin she felt something like belonging. 

The Hunger waits, the gingerbread men seemed to whisper, sugar mouths slick and black. And you taste ready.

In the dark, battered and wanting, Penelope Morgan remembered being Nuggie — golden, helpless, wanting to be devoured.

Now she wanted it again.
And Enzo? His hands were the ones offering her. 




Chapter Sixteen

She was a wreck of smoke and spice, the scent of burnt ginger clinging to her like a brand. Penelope sank to the floor, her legs failing her, the skin of her thighs already darkening where he had claimed her.

She touched her mouth, feeling the ache of her swollen lips—a tender, throbbing testament to Enzo's hunger and the salt-and-shadow flavor of him she had swallowed.

Enzo stood over her, breath ragged, eyes dark and wrecked.
His scars caught the flickering light like brands, reminders of what he’d fed and what he’d become.
However, when he looked at her, there was something else in his gaze now: Fear. Need. And, impossibly, love. She reached for him, trembling, tears brimming.
“Enzo,” she rasped, voice raw, “tell me it wasn’t all ruined. Tell me you felt it too.”
His jaw clenched, eyes glimmering wet. 

“I felt everything,” he whispered. “God, Penny — I’ve wanted you since the first moment. Not to devour… to keep.”

Penelope’s heart twisted so hard it hurt. 

All her life she’d chased pleasure: sauces on golden crust, heat that stung just right, sweet ruin that made her forget she was alone.

But Enzo's eyes — haunted, hungry, broken — made her remember she was still human.
And for the first time since becoming Nuggie, she wanted something more than being tasted.

She wanted him.
The gingerbread men circled, burnt sugar eyes watching, waiting.
Enzo stepped closer, rough hands trembling as they cradled her face. 

“Penny,” he whispered, voice hoarse, “you’re the first thing I’ve wanted for me since the coven fell. Not to feed the Hunger… just to love.”

Her breath caught, bruises aching, tears spilling hot. 

“I want you too,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Not the sauces, not even the Hunger. You.”
He kissed her — slow, bruised, desperate — as if trying to memorize the taste of her before the dark claimed them both.

Then he pulled back, gaze darkening. 

“But you need to see,” he rasped. “What waits below. If you still want me after that… then nothing will take you from me. Not the Hunger. Not even death.”

Penelope nodded, heart pounding, fear mixing with love until it tasted like something new.
Enzo reached for her hand, feeling the roughness of her scars and the tremor in her grip. 

Together, they walked past the gingerbread men, deeper into the bakery’s bowels: through the storeroom, past sacks of flour and cracked tiles stained darker than sugar. At the back wall, half hidden under a tarpaulin, was a rusted iron hatch.

Enzo's breath trembled.
“This is where we fed it,” he whispered. “Where I watched them ruin her. Where I let it happen.”
Penelope squeezed his hand, voice shaking.
“And now?”
“Now,” he rasped, “I’m bringing you down… because I know you want it too.” 

He lifted the hatch, stale heat breathing up, carrying a scent darker than rot: Sweetness turned sour, pleasure turned to hunger, ruin so deep it left scorch marks on the soul.
They descended crumbling steps, torchlight flickering over stone walls etched with sigils: spiral brands, bite marks, and words that burned the tongue to speak.

At the bottom: an ancient oven, blackened and cracked, heat leaking from seams that shouldn’t still glow.
The Hunger. 

It didn’t speak with words — it felt: a pull in the bones, a scraping need against the soul, a whisper at the edge of thought: Feed me.

Enzo shivered, scars seeming to pulse.
Penelope pressed closer, bruised shoulder against his, heart thrashing. 

She should have recoiled from the horror. Instead, she leaned into him, lips brushing the shell of his ear.

“I’m not afraid,” she whispered, voice shaking. “Because you’re here.”
His breath caught, shoulders trembling.
“I don’t deserve you,” he rasped. “I’m broken. Marked.” 

“And yet,” she murmured, tears blurring her eyes, “you’re the only man who ever truly tasted me, not just my body, but for who I am.”

The Hunger pulsed, oven cracks flaring brighter.
Enzo's hand fisted in her hair, tugging her head back so her mouth parted, breath shivering. 

“And who are you, Penny?” he rasped, voice hoarse. “I was Nuggie,” she whispered, eyes glinting wet. “I was golden, shameless, wanting to be devoured.”

“And now?”
“Now,” she sobbed, voice breaking, “I’m still hers — but I’m yours first.”
Enzo's mouth crashed onto hers, raw and wet, tasting salt and ruin.
She moaned, hips jerking, bruises burning in a way that felt holy.
The Hunger stirred, leaking radiant heat through the gaps; its aroma of burnt sugar turning sharp enough to swallow. 

Enzo broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “We could give it what it wants,” he whispered. “Feed it your flavor… your shame, your pleasure, your love for me.”

“And then?” she gasped.
“Then it might spare you,” he rasped, voice shaking. “Or it might take you, and leave only your taste behind.”
Her heart twisted so hard she could barely breathe.
“And if it takes me,” she whispered, voice cracking, “promise me you’ll remember how I tasted.”
Enzo's eyes shimmered, tears spilling. 

“I’ll remember,” he breathed. “Always.” They sank to the cracked stone floor, gingerbread men gathering at the edges, burnt sugar mouths open, ready to taste her again.

Enzo's hands roamed her bruised flesh, slow and reverent despite the dark. She arched into him, love blooming painfully bright in her chest.

“Enzo,” she sobbed, voice shaking, “I’m falling in love with you.”
He choked, tears streaking his scarred cheeks.
“And I’m already ruined by you,” he rasped. 

He entered her slowly this time — no fury, no feeding — just raw, desperate love. The Hunger watched, heat beating like a second pulse under her skin. Penelope’s tears fell hot, salty between kisses. Every thrust felt like saying goodbye and like coming home.
“Promise me,” she gasped, nails raking his back, “if it takes me — remember who I was.”

Enzo buried his face in her neck, voice cracking.
“I promise, Penny. I swear it on every scar you see.” 

She came undone around him, pleasure bursting so raw it felt like breaking. Enzo followed, voice ripped from his chest, spilling inside her as if offering her flavor to the Hunger.

The oven’s cracks flared brighter, heat rolling over them, whispering against their skin:
More. 

Penelope clung to Enzo, bruised and shaking, tears mixing with sweat.
Even as darkness coiled closer, even as the gingerbread men stepped forward with burnt sugar mouths open, she whispered into his ear, voice torn and trembling:

“I love you, Enzo. And I’m not afraid.”
Left as a scrap for the darkness to chew on, she faced the cold reality: love didn't have the power to save her. 
It never did. It made her want to stay. 




Chapter Seventeen

The flickering light from the cracked oven danced over them, throwing shadows against the ruined stone. Enzo's chest pressed against Penelope’s back, scarred skin slick with sweat, bruised hands trembling where they held her hips.

He was shaking, but the heat of lust had been replaced by a colder, more ancestral ache.
Fear tangled with love.
The gingerbread men circled, burnt sugar scent curling around them like incense, black icing eyes unblinking. 

Penelope turned her head, lips brushing Enzo's scarred cheek.
“Enzo,” she whispered, voice hoarse and cracked, “tell me what you’re thinking.”

His breath caught, throat working. 

“There was a time,” he rasped, “before everything went black… there was this series me and Kira used to read. I'm not sure if she ever got into it; however, I loved it. It was The Blessed Three novels.”

His voice cracked, words tumbling broken and soft. 

“There was this scene where Colton looked at Richie— at the boy he loved—and said: ‘Real love doesn’t disappear when life changes—it just finds a new shape.’”

Penelope’s heart clenched so hard it hurt. She could see it: the two of them, hearts beating too fast, reading by flashlight, believing love could outlive scars, ruin, even guilt.
“And then?” she whispered.

“Then I lost my sister,” Enzo breathed, tears catching in his lashes. “Lost myself. But that line… it stayed.”
Penelope swallowed past the burn in her throat.
“And now you think…?”
Enzo's voice broke. 

“I think maybe loving you isn’t about saving you from this darkness, Penny. Maybe it’s about loving you through it. Even if it changes us. Even if it ruins us.”
She turned in his arms, tears sliding down bruised cheeks, chest heaving.
“Enzo,” she sobbed, voice cracking, “real love doesn’t disappear… it just finds a new shape. Even if that shape is bruised, bitten, and covered in burnt sugar.”

He choked on a wet laugh, lips trembling.
“You still want me? Even knowing what I’ve done?”
“Especially knowing,” she rasped. “Because you never stopped wanting to love—even when it hurt.”
The gingerbread men pressed closer, burnt sugar mouths opening, scent so thick it blurred her vision.
The Hunger pulsed, heat rising from the ancient oven, whispering against her bones:
Offer me your truth. 

Penelope lifted her chin, tears glinting in the flicker. “I was Nuggie,” she whispered, voice soft but steady. “I let myself be tasted, dipped, smothered, devoured. And part of me still wants that. Still loves the ruin.”

Enzo's jaw tightened, pain flashing through his gaze. 

“But I love you more,” she sobbed, voice shaking. “Even if the hunger takes me. Even if it changes me into something you won’t recognize. My love will just… find a new shape.”

Enzo's breath broke in his chest.
“I don’t want to lose you,” he rasped, voice shredded. 

“Then don’t,” she whispered, forehead resting against his. “Come with me. Taste what waits below. Together.” The oven’s cracks widened, glow spilling over them, ancient hunger licking at the edges of their thoughts.

Penelope felt it: the same surrender she’d tasted as Nuggie. That moment she let go of shame, let sauces coat her until she forgot she was ever human.

But now… she wasn’t alone.
She had Enzo's hand in hers.
“Even if it devours us?” Enzo whispered. 

“Then let it devour both of us,” she breathed, voice trembling. “Because real love doesn’t disappear—it just finds a new shape.”

He kissed her — not gentle, not brutal, but desperate, broken, real. Their tears mixed, salt and sugar staining bruised lips.
She tasted his guilt, his fear, his love — all tangled and raw. He tasted her shame, her longing, her truth.

The gingerbread men crowded around, burnt sugar scent wrapping them in sticky heat. 

Their cracked mouths pressed to her bruised thighs, her belly, the curve of her breast — tasting salt, sweat, slick, and love. As the heat rose and the tension reached its peak, the gingerbread man leaned close to her ear, his voice a sugary rasp.

"I'm going to crumb," he whispered, just before he came on Penelope. 

Enzo's hands shook as they roamed her battered skin, each bruise a confession of what they’d done… and what they’d become.

Penelope’s heart pounded so loud it hurt. “I love you,” she sobbed, voice breaking. “Not the sauces. Not the Hunger. You.”

Enzo swallowed, eyes wet and unguarded.
“And I love you, Penny. Even if we end in ashes.”
They pressed closer, skin on skin, breath ragged.
The Hunger flared brighter — heat rolling over them, sweet and bitter, tasting their fear and love entwined.
It wanted them.
But this time, they wanted each other more.
Penelope buried her face in Enzo's chest, scarred skin hot under her lips.
“I’m still afraid,” she whispered.
“So am I,” he rasped, voice shaking. “But together, maybe we’re enough.”
The gingerbread men pulled back, burnt sugar scent turning smoky, almost reverent.
The oven’s radiance eased into a steady, watchful hum.
Penelope lifted her head, bruised, bitten, tears drying on flushed skin.
Even surrounded by ruin, she felt it beating inside her chest:
Love — real, raw, flawed — refusing to disappear. 

Finding a new shape in bruises, in sugar burns, in a scarred man’s trembling hands.
She didn’t know if the Hunger would devour them tomorrow. She didn’t know if the gingerbread men would bite deeper.

But right now, pressed against Enzo's chest, heartbeat pounding wild and broken, she whispered the words that mattered:

“I love you. And I’m not running anymore.”
His reply came as a ragged breath against her ear: “Then neither am I.” 




Chapter Eighteen

The gingerbread men parted like burnt sugar curtains, revealing the oven at the heart of the basement. Cracked iron, heat bleeding from fissures older than memory. Sigils seared into stone glowed faintly, words in a tongue that burned to hear.

Penelope pressed closer to Enzo, bruised shoulder against his scarred arm.
She felt it under her skin: a pulse, ancient and wrong, thrumming against her heartbeat. It was awake.
Enzo's breath trembled, chest tight.
“You said you’d tell me,” Penelope whispered, voice raw. “The truth about what this is.”
He swallowed hard, guilt flickering across his eyes.
“I didn’t just watch them feed it, Penny,” he rasped. “I read the Book of Glaze. I learned where it came from.”
The heat deepened, oven cracks flaring, as if the Hunger itself listened.
Enzo’s voice broke.
“It wasn’t always evil,” he whispered. “They called it Pan Dulce centuries ago — the Sweet One.”
“A spirit?” she breathed. 

“A spirit of indulgence,” he rasped. “A god born from craving: warmth, comfort, sugar after famine. It made bread rise, gave warmth to the hearth, sweetness to the poor.”
Penelope’s heart clenched.

“But then?”
Enzo’s jaw tightened. 

“Then people fed it too much. Not just sugar and flour — but offerings: shame, pain, secret desires. They flavored it with human sin. And it changed.” His eyes glistened, voice shaking. “It stopped wanting sweetness. It wanted depth: pleasure twisted with guilt, love laced with ruin.”

Penelope swallowed hard, stomach churning.
“And that’s what you gave it?” 

“I helped,” Enzo rasped, voice raw. “At first, it was harmless — adding a drop of fear or lust. But the more we gave, the deeper it hungered.”
The oven cracks widened, heat spilling over bruised skin, scent of burnt sugar turning darker — almost meaty, wrong.

“And now?” Penelope whispered.
Enzo's gaze dropped. 

“It wants you, Penny. Because you let yourself be devoured once — as Nuggie. And because you love me despite knowing what I’ve done.”

She trembled, love and terror tangling sharp in her chest.
“So what do we do?” she whispered.
Enzo's voice broke.
“We give it what it wants. Together.” He stepped forward, hand gripping hers tight. 

“Real love doesn’t disappear when life changes— it just finds a new shape,” he whispered. “Maybe if it tastes that, it’ll be enough. Maybe it won’t take you.”

Penelope’s tears burned, bruises aching like truths written on flesh.
“Or it takes both of us,” she choked.
Enzo's thumb brushed her cheek, his scarred hand trembling.
“Then at least we go together.” 

The gingerbread men stepped back, leaving a clear path to the ancient oven.
The heat wrapped them like an embrace. It felt hungry, demanding, almost alive.

Penelope’s heart pounded so hard it hurt.
She remembered the sauces tasting her edges, the burn and sweetness tangled, the raw surrender that felt holy.
Now, she was about to offer something deeper.
They knelt before the oven, heat kissing sweat from their skin.
Enzo pressed his forehead to hers, breath shaking.
“I love you, Penny. Even if this devours us.” 

Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I love you too, Enzo. And if it does… let our love flavor the ruin.”

The oven pulsed with a breath, dark and deep.
Penelope’s bruised thighs trembled as heat licked over them, sweat sliding down curves. 

Her body didn't just want; it remembered. Deep in the marrow, she felt the truth: fear, fire, and a love that couldn't be killed.

Enzo's hands roamed her bruises, his own scars glinting damp in the firelight.
“It wants honesty,” he rasped, voice shaking. “Say it.” 

Penelope’s breath broke. “I was Nuggie,” she sobbed, voice raw. “I let them dip me, taste me, devour me and part of me loved it. I still do. But now…”

Her chest heaved, tears spilling.
“Now I want you more than I want to be consumed.”
Enzo swallowed hard, tears in his own eyes. 

“And I helped ruin a girl,” he rasped, voice cracking. “And part of me still craves ruin. But loving you… it makes me want to be better even if I fail.”

The oven flared, heat rolling so strong it felt like skin might blister. 

They pressed closer, sweat-slick skin sticking, bruises burning, hearts beating ragged.
The Hunger tasted them through every bruise, every scar, every tremor of breath.

A sudden weight of stillness hit Penelope as her heart stopped, chest tight with terror.
Then she felt it: a pause as if the darkness itself was considered.
And something ancient, wordless whispered in her bones: Love does not stop hunger. But it gives it shape.
She looked at Enzo, bruised and tear-streaked, scars catching the glow.
And realized: Even if they were devoured, they’d leave behind something true: Love, tangled with ruin. 

Penelope pressed a shaking kiss to his lips, voice trembling.
“Real love doesn’t disappear,” she whispered. “It just finds a new shape.”

The oven’s cracks dimmed, heat softening — not gone, but sated.
For now.
Enzo wrapped his arms around her, breath ragged, tears slipping hot onto her bruised skin.
“You’re still here,” he choked.
“So are you,” she sobbed, voice breaking. “And I still love you.”
They knelt there, ruined and raw, hearts pounding, as the gingerbread men watched silently.
The Hunger did not take them.
Because in the end the ruin they carried was already flavored with love.
And the ancient thing below tasted enough. 




Chapter Nineteen

For hours, they stayed kneeling by the cracked oven, sweat cooling to a chill on bruised skin, heartbeat finally slowing from terror to exhaustion.

The gingerbread men watched from the shadows, silent now, burnt sugar eyes dull with something almost like reverence.

Enzo's breath ghosted against Penelope’s temple, his chest rising and falling ragged.
“We survived,” he whispered, voice wrecked and hoarse. 

“For now,” Penelope breathed, voice raw. “But it’s not gone, Enzo. I can still feel it… waiting.”
They climbed back up the crumbling stairs together, fingers locked, as if letting go would let the darkness slip between them.

The bakery above was quiet — too quiet. Flour dust floated in pale shafts of moonlight through cracked windows, and the scent of burnt sugar clung to the walls.

Penelope’s legs trembled with every step; bruises ached, thighs still slick from sweat and something darker. Enzo kept his arm around her waist, scarred hand pressing gently into her ribs, like he needed to remind himself she was real.

At the counter, she sank onto a crooked stool, palms braced against scarred wood. 

“I don’t know if I can go back to normal,” she whispered. Enzo's eyes glistened under the overhead bulb, shadows carving sharp hollows in his face.

“There is no normal for people like us, Penny,” he said softly. “Only truth… and what we do with it.”
She lowered her gaze, swallowing against the burn in her throat.
Truth.
She had once surrendered herself to sauces, let them devour her, fill her hollow places with sweet fire.
Then she’d fallen for a scarred man who fed something darker than hunger. 

And somehow, what survived was love. The realization hit her chest so hard it felt like it might split her ribs.

Even ruined, even filthy with darkness… she still loved him.
And she had chosen to.
Enzo stepped closer, thumb brushing her cheek, voice rough.
“I need to tell you the rest, Penny. About what I did.”
She nodded, stomach knotting.
“I didn’t just read the Book of Glaze,” he rasped. “I opened it.” 

Penelope’s breath caught, nails digging into the counter. “I was the first to feed the Hunger,” Enzo whispered, voice shaking. “There was another woman and she offered it something pure: her guilt over loving me. And it tasted so good, Penny — it bloomed. And I…”

His voice cracked, tears spilling.
“I offered it my fear of losing her. But it wasn’t enough.”
The memory twisted through him, raw and jagged. 

“I watched it take her. Burned her from the inside — sugar and smoke pouring from her mouth until there was nothing left but ash.”

Enzo’s lungs seemed to falter; his gaze grew bright and liquid. 

“And I lived. Because I wanted it to take me, too. But it wouldn’t.”
Penelope’s tears blurred her vision; her bruises felt like they pulsed with his pain.

She reached for him, scarred chest trembling under her palms.
“You’re still carrying her.” she whispered.
“And I always will,” Enzo choked. “But you, Penny… you made me want to carry something else, too.”
She pressed her forehead to his, voice trembling.
“And you made me want more than being tasted. You made me want to stay.”
Their breath mingled, warm and salt-stung.
But beneath the quiet, Penelope felt something else. A heat, low in her belly.
Not desire — though that shimmered still — but something older, darker, coiling under bruised skin.
She pressed a trembling hand to her abdomen, breath catching.
“Enzo…” she rasped, voice shaking. “Something’s… there.”
Fear and wonder sparked in his eyes.
“The Hunger,” he breathed, voice hoarse. “It might have left something inside you.”
Her chest tightened, tears brimming. 

“A child?” she whispered. “Or something worse?” He swallowed hard, scarred hand covering hers on her belly.

“I don’t know,” he rasped, voice broken. “But whatever it is… I won’t leave you. Even if it’s darkness itself.”
A tear slipped down her cheek, lips trembling.
“And if it devours me?”
“Then it devours me, too,” he whispered, voice shredded. 

She pressed in, her lips trembling open, her breath coming in shallow breaks. The contact was a collision—wet, desperate, and unraveled. This wasn't for the sake of desire; it was for the sake of the truth. It was a battered thing, stained by sin, yet pulse-point certain. 
Even knowing something monstrous might bloom inside her, Penelope’s heart beat for him.
Even with guilt twisting his scars, Enzo's love burned through.

When they pulled back, the silence was thick.
Enzo's thumb brushed her tear-wet cheek, voice rough.
“We face it together, Penny. Whatever grows in the dark.”
“And love it,” she whispered, voice breaking, “even if it ruins us.”
Her bruises throbbed; his scars burned.
But between them, something tender glowed. It was fragile, impossible, real.
And below, in the oven’s depths, the Hunger pulsed. Waiting. 




Chapter Twenty

For weeks they didn’t leave the ruined bakery. 

They slept curled together on the cracked tiles, bruises pressed skin to skin, listening to the faint heartbeat of the oven below.

Penelope would wake in the dark hours, sweat-soaked, palm splayed over her lower belly feeling the strange warmth there.
Enzo would wake too, scarred arms wrapping around her, his lips brushing her hair as he whispered broken comforts.

Neither dared say aloud what they suspected.
Until the morning she felt it. Not just warmth, but a flutter.
So soft it felt like a memory at first. Then again, firmer: a ripple under bruised skin.
Her breath caught in her throat, chest squeezing so hard it hurt.
“Enzo,” she rasped, tears pricking her eyes.
He turned, eyes sunken from sleepless nights, but alive with something raw and afraid.
“Penny…?”
She grabbed his scarred hand and pressed it to her belly.
“Feel,” she whispered, voice cracking. 

They waited, breath held, hearts pounding until it came: That subtle but certain flutter, like something tiny shifting in the dark.

Enzo's hand trembled; his breath broke.
“Is it…?” he whispered, voice so small she barely heard.
Penelope sobbed, nodding, tears slipping hot down her cheeks.
“It’s alive,” she choked. “We made something alive.” 

He fell to his knees, forehead pressed to her belly, shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Penelope curled over him, hands tangling in his hair, bruised thighs trembling.

“It might not be human,” she sobbed, voice raw. “Enzo, what if it’s…?”
“I don’t care,” he rasped, voice breaking against her skin. “Penny, I don’t fucking care. It’s ours.”

They clung to each other, bruises against scars, salt and sweat and tears mixing in the dawn light bleeding through the cracked window.

“It’s ours,” she repeated, softer, as if testing the shape of the word in her mouth.
Then she laughed — wet and shaking, voice ragged with relief and terror.
“Our lil’ nugget,” she whispered.
Enzo's breath caught; he lifted his head, eyes wet but shining.
“Lil’ nugget,” he echoed, a hoarse laugh breaking free, raw and sweet. “God, Penny… we have a lil’ nugget.” They kissed salt-slick and broken, lips trembling.
Not lust this time, but something deeper: gratitude, terror, fierce love.
Bruises pulsed between them; scars burned.
And in the dark warmth of her womb, something turned, soft and sure.
After, they sat on the cold tiles, Enzo's hand never leaving her belly.
Penelope stared at the scorched oven below, voice quiet.
“Do you think it will hunger like we do?” she whispered. 

Enzo's gaze stayed on her, dark and shining. “Maybe,” he rasped. “But maybe it’ll hunger for something better than we ever dared.”

She swallowed, pressing her palm over his.
“And if it grows teeth?” she asked, voice shaking.
“Then we teach it to bite for the right reasons,” he murmured. “And love it anyway.”
Tears blurred her vision, throat burning.
“I don’t know how to be a mother, Enzo.” 

“And I don’t know how to be a father,” he whispered, voice breaking. “But I know how to stay. And I know how to love what we made — even if it’s darkness itself.”

Penelope’s breath hitched; she leaned into him, the throb of bruises grounding her in this impossible, terrifying joy. “Lil’ nugget,” she whispered again, softer, almost a prayer.

Down below, the oven pulsed faintly. Not hungry this time, but watchful.
Almost… protective.

As if the ancient hunger understood: From ruin and guilt and fear, something new had taken shape.
Enzo’s lips brushed her temple, his voice a broken promise.
“We’ll keep them safe, Penny,” he rasped. “Even if the world burns around us.”
“And if it burns us too?” she whispered. 

“Then at least we burn together,” he breathed. They sat there in the quiet ruin, hearts beating ragged but alive.

Scarred. Bruised. Terrified.
But holding hope for the first time — a hope shaped like something small and growing, nestled under her heartbeat. Their lil’ nugget. 




Chapter Twenty-One

Penelope couldn’t sleep.
Even with Enzo's arm draped over her waist, even with his breath warm at her neck. 

Inside her, something moved . Not the soft flutter of a human child, but a skittering ripple, like sugar crust cracking from inside out.

She pressed her palm to her belly, skin hot under sweatslick bruises.
“Lil’ nugget,” she whispered, voice shaking. “What are you?”
Enzo stirred beside her, eyes bleary, scars silvered by dawn light.
“Talk to me, Penny,” he rasped, voice raw.
She swallowed, breath catching. 

“It doesn’t feel… human,” she choked. “It’s warm — but it’s crunchy, Enzo. I can feel it under my skin. Hard, like… like dough that’s baked too long.”

Enzo’s jaw worked, throat bobbing.
“It’s ours,” he whispered, voice shaking. “No matter what.”
They stayed like that, wrapped in ruin and fear, until her breath broke into sobs.
“I wanted a baby,” she whispered. “with skin soft. One that would look like you.”
Enzo’s eyes glistened, lashes wet. 

“And we have one now,” he rasped, voice cracking. “And it is ours, Penny. Even if it’s made of burnt sugar and dough.”

The heat from the oven below pulsed through the cracked tiles, a dark lullaby, ancient and watchful.
The rhythm inside her shifted, turning rapid and desperate. A sharp sting followed, cold and deliberate. 

It wasn't the clumsy strike of a limb; it was the unmistakable drag of something sharp carving its way along her ribs.

She cried out, clutching her belly.
Enzo’s scarred hands flew to hers. “Penny—?!”
She doubled over, sweat pouring down her temples, breath ragged.
Something tore inside her — a heat that burned from ribs to hips.
And then, through her tears, she heard it: A faint, crackling laugh. Dry as burnt sugar, sweet as syrup.
Enzo paled, lips parting in horror and awe.
“Oh God… it’s coming.” 

Penelope fell to her knees on the cold tiles, bruises bursting red with strain. She screamed, voice raw and shredded, as heat lanced through her womb.

Her vision blurred. She felt something hard move, then a wet slip.
And then, in the blood and sugar-slick ruin of pain, it was out.
Enzo’s breath caught.
“Penny… look,” he whispered, voice shaking.
She blinked tears and sweat from her eyes, heart pounding ragged.
And there, lying in the dark pool between bruised thighs, was something small.
Its dough browned, edges slightly burnt.
Icing eyes opened, blinking slowly. A tiny smile, traced in sugar glaze.
A gingerbread man.
Alive.
Penelope’s breath caught in her throat, chest squeezing so tight it hurt.
“Lil’ nugget,” she sobbed, voice broken.
The gingerbread man blinked up at her, then giggled — the sound dry, crackling, but eerily sweet.
Tiny sugar-frosted hands reached for her, smearing blood and glaze. 

Enzo’s scarred hand hovered, breath shaking. “It’s… ours,” he whispered, tears spilling freely. “Our lil’ nugget.”

Penelope gathered the tiny thing to her chest, warm and strangely alive against her bruised skin. 

It smelled of burnt sugar and cinnamon — but also something older, darker, something from the oven’s depths.

The gingerbread baby pressed its sticky face to her breast, icing eyes closing, tiny mouth opening in a soft sigh.
And Penelope loved it.
Not because it was human — but because it was theirs. 

Made of ruin, guilt, burnt sugar, and stubborn love. Enzo knelt beside her, forehead pressing to her shoulder, voice cracking.

“I’m sorry,” he choked. “For everything that made it this way.”
She turned, tears and sweat streaking her cheeks.
“Don’t be,” she whispered. “We took something broken and made it into love. Even if it’s shaped like this.”
They sat on the cracked tiles, blood and sugar glazing Penelope’s thighs, as their lil’ nugget stirred and cooed.
From the dark oven below, the Hunger pulsed once. Almost… satisfied. 

Penelope pressed her lips to the tiny gingerbread head, breath hitching.
“You’re ours,” she whispered. “And real love doesn’t disappear when life changes — it just finds a new shape.”

The gingerbread baby’s icing eyes flicked open, and for a heartbeat — just one — Penelope thought she saw something ancient flicker there.

A knowing.
A hunger.
But then its sugar mouth curved into a grin, tiny hands grasping at Enzo’s scarred finger.
And Penelope let herself love it anyway.
They had made something out of ruin.
And no matter what it became… It was still theirs. 




Chapter Twenty-Two

Penelope barely slept. 

All night, the gingerbread baby lay nestled against her chest. Sticky and warm, its tiny frosting chest rising and falling in quiet, unnatural breaths. Enzo kept watch beside them, eyes rimmed red, one scarred hand resting protectively over them both.

In the gray hush before dawn, the baby stirred. Tiny sugarfrosted fingers curled, scraping gently at Penelope’s bruised skin.

She winced, but she did not let go.
Enzo's voice was hoarse, barely more than a rasp. 

"Does it… hurt?" "Not anymore," she whispered. "Not in the way you'd think."

The gingerbread baby's icing eyes blinked open bright, empty, impossibly deep. And for a moment, Penelope thought she saw something moving behind them: shadows twisting in caramel darkness.

The baby giggled, a brittle, burnt-sugar sound that echoed strangely in the tiled kitchen.
Penelope pressed it closer. Its warmth seeped into her, a heat both comforting and wrong.
"I love you," she breathed into its spiced crust. "Whatever you are." 

Enzo’s breath shuddered. "And I love you, Penny. Always."
Outside, dawn leaked through cracked windows, pale light spilling over scorched tiles and old blood. The oven sat silent now, the door barely ajar, its depths breathing faint curls of blackened spice.

Then the baby’s icing eyes shifted, locking onto the oven's gape. Its grin widened, sugar glaze cracking at the corners.
Penelope felt a tug. A deep, ancient hunger, calling it home.
"No," she whispered, tightening her hold. "Stay with me. Stay." 

But the gingerbread baby writhed in her arms, soft at first, then with sudden strength that belied its tiny form. Tiny claws of caramel-hard dough scraping against her skin, leaving bleeding welts.
"Penny—!" Enzo lunged, but his scars twisted, slowing him just enough.

With one final giggle — that sharp, sweet crackle — the baby slipped free. It landed on burnt-sugar stained tiles with a dull, sticky sound.

Penelope scrambled after it, hands slick with blood and glaze.
"Please—!" 

The gingerbread baby crawled, impossibly quick, toward the oven. Its tiny icing eyes glowed, flickering with an old, terrible knowing.

Enzo caught Penelope by the shoulders, pulling her back. "It’s going, Penny. It was never meant to stay." She sobbed, throat raw, but her body sagged against him. Together, they watched as the baby reached the oven’s gaping mouth.

It paused and turned its head. And for one breathless, broken heartbeat it smiled at them. A smile that was love, hunger, and something far darker tangled together.

Then it crawled inside.
The oven door swung shut behind it with a hollow, final thud.
Silence settled, heavy as ash. 

Penelope’s breath came in ragged gasps, tears streaking grime down her face. "We made it out of love," she whispered, voice breaking. "Why wasn’t that enough?" Enzo wrapped his arms around her, his scars rough against her skin. "Maybe love was enough," he murmured into her hair. "But some hungers… they’re older than love."

She let her head fall against his chest, eyes burning. The oven remained silent, its heat finally dying, the kitchen cooling into quiet ruin.

They stayed there on the cracked tiles, wrapped around each other, the scent of burnt sugar and blood still thick in the air.

Penelope closed her eyes and pressed a hand to the raw, empty space where her lil’ nugget had been. For a heartbeat, she thought she felt a tiny echo there: warm, alive, still loving her — even from the dark.

And maybe that had to be enough. As dawn burned away the night, they clung to each other — two broken souls who had tried to make something whole.

Even if what they had made had teeth.
Even if what they had loved had to return to the dark.
Because love, Penelope thought through tears and ruin, doesn’t always save you.
Sometimes, it only teaches you what you’re willing to lose.
And in the quiet, empty kitchen, where the oven still waited, always hungry…
Penelope whispered a final, broken promise to the thing they had made:
“Wherever you are, lil’ nugget… you’re still ours.” And the oven, ancient and unseen, seemed almost to sigh. 




Epilogue

Months passed. Seasons changed, but the burn beneath Penelope’s skin never cooled. 

She and Enzo tried — God, how they tried. But grief had its own teeth, sharper than guilt, sharper than love. By winter, the silences had grown too wide to cross, and Enzo’s scarred hands could no longer hold together what was already cracked.

They parted quietly, without shouting. Just a shared look, heavy with ruin and memory, and then a final, trembling kiss in the doorway of a kitchen that still smelled faintly of burnt sugar.

Penelope moved to a smaller place on the edge of town. The oven there was just an oven. It was cold, empty, and harmless. At night, she still pressed her palm to her belly, half-expecting to feel something stir. But there was only silence and the fading echo of a tiny crackling laugh.

And then… there was him. 

She met Porkchop on a late, rain-slicked Thursday. He smelled faintly of smoke and spice, and when he smiled, his eyes glinted with something feral. Something that made her stomach twist, both in fear and something darker.

They talked over cheap coffee. His laugh was low, a rumble that warmed the chill that Enzo’s absence had left behind.

He didn’t flinch when she spoke of ruin. Didn’t turn away when she confessed that once, for a heartbeat, she had loved something that shouldn’t have lived at all.

Instead, Porkchop leaned closer, voice velvet-smooth.
“We all carry monsters, Penny. The trick is learning to love them.”
And for the first time in months, she let herself laugh. It sounded broken, but it was real. 

Later, alone in her apartment, Penelope caught her reflection: eyes darker now, mouth still tasting of salt and cinnamon. She touched the faint scar on her belly — a mark left by something sweet, hungry, and hers.

Outside, rain drummed on cracked pavement.
In the quiet, she whispered into the dark:
“Goodnight, lil’ nugget.” 

A memory of burnt sugar seemed to stir in the silence — then faded.
And in the hollow that ruin had carved inside her, something new began to take root.

Something darker.
This something had a name though. 
His name was Porkchop.
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