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        The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.

        JOHN MILTON, PARADISE LOST
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      CRUZ

      “Cruz, we’ve got a Barroom Blitz,” Mike says, bursting into my office. “You gotta get out there.”

      “What now?” Glaring at him, I throw my hands up in the air and push my chair away from my desk.

      “That biker we had problems with a week ago. He’s back,” Mike informs me. “Got into it with a few out-of-towners, up by the stage near the dancers. Glasses are flying, and someone might’ve pulled a knife. The bouncers are trying to get it under control, but⁠—”

      “Might have pulled a knife or did pull a knife?” A fight’s the last thing I need right now. It’s too early in the day for this.

      Mike shifts, looking panicked. “I’m not sure, boss. If you don’t handle it fast, I’ll have to call the cops.”

      I slam my fists on the desk, the sound echoing through the small office. Cops mean fines, shutdowns, or worse. Monsters can’t afford the hit—not now. I don’t need any of the dancers getting hurt either, and I need the money this place produces to keep MacKenzie’s Fine Dining & Spirits afloat.

      I grab my jacket, frustration setting in. I’d promised River I’d see a psychologist to deal with my anger. Another promise broken. I’m going to drive her away if I don’t figure it out. But how do I tell anyone what I’ve been through, especially someone I don’t know? Whatever—there’s no time for all this psychobabble bullshit now.

      I square my shoulders. Cruz MacKenzie will not crumble. I stand tall, ready to face whatever comes next. “Alright, let’s go,” I say, my voice steady.

      Leaving the office and shutting the door behind me, I step into the role of the man in charge, the one who can handle everything. But beneath the surface, anger and dread churn. The weight on my chest feels heavier than ever. If this day gets any worse, I swear I’ll lose it.

      Minutes later, the fight resolved, I return to my office. The lone bulb dangling from the ceiling casts a stark light on the deep gouges carved into the surface of my battered desk. February’s bank statements for MacKenzie’s still remain there from earlier, a financial puzzle I can’t seem to piece together, no matter how many times I go over it.

      My office here at Monsters is timeworn and nothing like the luxury and elegance I have at The Palace. Here, it’s a battered desk, an old leather sofa cracked and shabby from years of use, and mismatched, dented metal folding chairs. It’s impossible to tell whether it’s day or night. The only reason I know it’s daytime is the faint sunlight I saw struggling through Chicago’s relentless March gray skies when Cork, my driver, dropped me off here an hour ago.

      A soft knock at the door pulls my attention. “Come in,” I say, hoping it’s not Mike again. Instead, it’s Lena, my assistant, who slips inside, her eyes darting nervously around the room.

      “Cruz, you said not to bother you, but…” She hesitates, worry etched on her face. “Buffy called from MacKenzie’s. Claude quit.”

      My jaw tightens. “What do you mean, he quit?”

      “Apparently, he found a new executive chef position somewhere else for more money.” Lena shifts uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “And there’s something else. The sous chef is threatening to walk unless he gets a raise.”

      I let out a low growl of frustration. “Of course he is. Trying to take advantage of the situation.”

      Lena nods, unsure whether to stay or go. “Do you want me to call the culinary agency?” she asks cautiously.

      “No, I’ll handle it myself.” The words come out harsher than I intended. She flinches, and guilt twists in my stomach. “Sorry, Lena.”

      Lena nods again. “Is there anything else I can do?”

      “Yeah, don’t bring me any more bad news,” I say with a weak smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      Lena forces a smile of her own before she closes the door, leaving me alone with the dull thumping bass from the club and the weight of yet another problem on my shoulders. The steady beats and throbs vibrate through the walls and beneath my feet, a relentless rhythm that reminds me of the life I can’t quite leave behind. The dancers entertain businessmen who take long lunches and spend more than they should. Thank God they do. The earnings from Monsters and the money from the escort services are what’s keeping MacKenzie’s afloat.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to stave off the headache building behind my eyes. My shoulders are knotted from the tension that’s been coiling there for weeks, months, maybe years. I grit my teeth against the discontent bubbling up inside, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. The urge to smash something or sweep the papers off my desk into the trash is overwhelming. But I resist. I need to go over it all again and figure out what to do, for the umpteenth time.

      I force myself to focus on the figures in front of me. I’ve been in plenty of fights before—just not with paper and numbers. “I can do this,” I say out loud, then repeat the mantra, trying to match the music’s rhythm.

      The truth is that every song is familiar, but no matter how much I try to pretend otherwise, I’m still moving to it. Just like the dancers out front, we sway in time to a tune we can’t escape. I’m not sure who I am without the song. Part of me doesn’t want to move on from this world of escorts and strip clubs. As dark and twisted as they are, they’re predictable. I know the rules. The thought of letting go, of stepping away from this life, terrifies me. If I do, everything might fall apart.

      I understand what these men want, what they expect. But I’m still trying to figure out the high-end restaurant clients. They’re impossible to please. I’m drowning in debt, trying to do it, but maybe I’m expecting too much. The restaurants have only been open since last June, a short ten months.

      My eyes skim over the statements. MacKenzie’s is the Bermuda Triangle, swallowing everything in its wake. I had hoped to hand the escort service over to Joey by now. But I can’t. I’m still tied to this life and this bar, despite promising River I’d let them go. I haven’t told her the truth—not about giving up the escort services, nor the money problems. I clench my fists. Back in the old days, when I felt like this, I made the person who caused me the problem pay for it. Now, there’s no one to punish but myself.

      I’m scared—scared I’m failing, that I’m not good enough. River deserves better than the mess I’ve dragged her into. She’s worthy of someone who isn’t still clinging to the past, to the darkest parts of himself.

      Leaning back in my chair, my eyes drift to the ceiling. I think about everything I’ve sacrificed to try to go straight, to build something new. I miss the lemon-colored Maserati the most—how it felt with the wind in my hair, the rest of the world just a blur. In those moments, I was alive. But I had to sell it, let it go, just like everything else I used to own. I’m not the same anymore.

      The antiques were easier to part with, but I still think about them. They could’ve fetched more if I’d waited, but I needed cash fast in order to start MacKenzie’s and keep it running. One by one, I sold them: the oak, bronze, and leather sideboard, the 19th-century German cerused cupboard, and countless others. Each sale felt like I was selling a piece of myself. It took years to collect them, and just thirty days to sell them all. I used to love going to auctions, bidding on furniture and art, researching each piece. I don’t do that anymore. Everything I have now goes into MacKenzie’s.

      I sigh and run a hand through my hair. What I wouldn’t give to buy River a real engagement ring, a diamond that shines as brightly as she does. The skull ring I gave her is a relic of my past. It’s who I was, not who I want to be. She deserves a ring not weighed down with all its burdens.

      The phone rings, slicing through the fragile calm I’ve been trying to create. My heart pounds as I snap back to the present. It’s Buffy, my manager from MacKenzie’s. Before I can speak, she rushes to say, “Cruz, the refrigerator unit is busted. Claude’s furious, and⁠—”

      “Did you call for a repair?” I don’t let her finish.

      “Yes, but they might not get here until this afternoon, and⁠—”

      “Move what you can into the smaller unit. Tell Claude to prioritize—lobster tails and steaks first,” I bark the orders, my mind racing through contingencies.

      “Alright,” Buffy says, then hesitates for a moment before adding, “But the HVAC people want payment upfront.”

      “Then pay them,” I snap.

      “Do we even have the funds?” Buffy’s voice is barely a whisper.

      “I’ll move money if I have to.” I’m already calculating what I can shift around.

      “The health inspector is coming today.” Panic creeps back into her voice. “What should I do?”

      “Stay calm,” I say, though the fear I’m feeling is my own. “I’m on my way.” I hang up, my jaw clenched, and thumb through my billfold. There’s less cash than I used to carry, but a few hundred should buy us some time. In my mind, I rehearse what I’m going to say to the health inspector, running through the lines over and over, tweaking the words, and then reverting to the original. Don’t overthink it. I just need to ask for more time and slip him a few dollars for his consideration.

      Time—that’s what I need more of. Time to focus, to create a ward, a spell jar to protect the business. That should set things right.

      “You really think that’s going to work?” a mocking voice asks.

      My head snaps up. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Mexico.”

      The ethereal presence says, “You’re the one who invited me. I’m glad you’re thinking of your father.”

      “I wasn’t. Get out before I call the authorities, Montel.”

      “You’re going to call the authorities on an apparition? If you do, they’ll think you’re mental.” The ghost of my father chuckles, and just like that, he disappears.

      I sit there, shaken, but I draw on what I know. It could’ve been an echo—a residual energy leftover. Sometimes, when you’re working with powerful forces, you attract shadows. Maybe it’s just a manifestation of my own stress, an illusion triggered by my mind. Or the apparition could’ve been summoned by the energies in this space. Whatever it is, I’m in control. He can’t hurt me unless I let him.

      I don’t have time for this. I need to deal with the health inspector. Pushing back my chair, I steady myself. I’ve faced worse and won. I can handle a ghost and a health inspector, too. I’m stronger than anything haunting me. As I head out the door, I’m ready to face whatever comes next.
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      It was a tough day, but I got through it all. As I climb the stairs in The Palace afterward, women talk to me as they prepare to leave for their work—hotel appointments. They smile, and I know I should take a moment to say a few words like I used to, but the weight of everything pushes me forward until Maya stops me. Her voice cuts through the air.

      “Cruz! Where have you been?” She doesn’t really want the answer—what she wants to know is when I’ll come back to them. Even though it’s been months, my new manager, Joey, tells me rumors still fly. Everyone believes I’ll be back once I get bored with the restaurant business.

      “Hard at work, you know how it is,” I say with a shrug.

      “You live next door, Cruz. You need to stop by more and say hi,” Maya says, flashing that smile, the one that stops men in their tracks.

      “How’s Gino?” I ask, steering the conversation in a different direction.

      “Fantastic. He’s living in Florence with his sugar mama. Can you believe it? He even said I could visit.” Maya’s laugh is infectious as she pushes her wild, curly brown hair back from her face. Her warm brown eyes sparkle with mischief, and her milk chocolate skin glows, making her hard to ignore. There’s something magnetic about her energy. She doesn’t even have to try. Not many people can resist Maya when she turns that charm on full blast.

      “That’s great, Maya.” I pull myself away as best I can and glance toward the stairs leading to the third floor.

      Gino used to work for me, too, a male sex worker. He didn’t have Maya’s smarts, but he definitely had the looks. One of his regulars, a Harvard Business School grad, had started a tech company that took off. She lacked social skills, but when it came to brains, she was off the charts. Somehow, she and Gino clicked. Next thing I knew, Gino was giving his notice, his new girlfriend sold her company for millions, and they were traveling the world together.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Maya says. “We love Joey, but he’s not you.” She steps closer, gives me a quick hug, and then vanishes down the stairs.

      I reach the door of my old sanctuary, and its pull is strong. It’s been too long since I’ve been here. Even though I remodeled the place so River and her children could live with me, I miss this side of The Palace—the laughter, the women, the chaos. I glance over the balcony, remembering the renovations. I had left the third floor alone, my old bedroom untouched. I wouldn’t sacrifice it for the project. This room is sacred. It’s where Cruz MacKenzie was born.

      I chose the name Cruz; that name is my cross to bear (as it literally means “cross” in Spanish). Caleb died. He couldn’t survive my father’s abuse, my mother’s death, or Gloria, The Palace’s original madam. I lived here before I took it from her and made it what it is now. Made it thrive.

      I push open the heavy wooden door. The stillness inside wraps around me like a blanket. The scent of lavender and sage lingers, mixing with the old dust that clings to the air. Transept windows cast silver slivers of light across the room, illuminating the ancient stones I’ve arranged in a circle on the floor, stones I collected on my travels, each worn smooth with time and history. I step over them, my eyes tracing their familiar paths.

      More light spills across the altar, where stained glass glows softly, muted reds, blues, and purples. The saints look down, some of their stories unknown to me but well-known to River. She loves those stories—she’s a dyed-in-the-wool Catholic—and she’s shared some with me. As my eyes adjust, the altar comes into full view, a simple wooden slab near the back of the circle. It’s covered with items that hold deep meaning to me: my God and Goddess candles, antlers, a stubborn plant that refuses to die, and my athame, the ceremonial blade that feels like an extension of my hand.

      I kneel, light the candles, and settle onto the pillows. The sage from my last visit still rests in the bowl, its faint scent a memory. I light it again and watch the smoke curl, clearing away the tension. Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      “It’s not going to work, you know. You can’t get rid of me that easily. A few herbs aren’t going to scare me away,” my father muses.

      “You shouldn’t be here. I didn’t invite you.”

      “I believe you did. In fact, you’ve been waiting for me to come.”

      “I want you gone, and this sage is strong enough to handle you.” I let the smoke fill the room as I move it in circular motions, concentrating on the corners before returning to where the apparition appeared. I speak the words of my spell:

      “I cleanse this space, remove what’s not mine.

      All shadows and spirits, I break your bind.

      By smoke and sage, you’re cast away.

      Return to the dark. You cannot stay.”

      As I chant, I visualize a protective barrier forming around the room and around me. I clap my hands at the end, sealing the spell with one more command:

      “Begone. You have no power here.”

      The room grows quieter, and I fix my eyes on the flames from the candles. Shadows flicker against the stone walls, gentle flames dancing in the glass. The room is empty now, the ghost of Montel gone. It’s peaceful—a strange thought, considering all that’s happened here. I imagine Gloria’s blood on the wall. I remember the shapes of them, a devil’s portrait, horns and all. Did my father leave me with that image?

      I rise and gather the materials for my magic: a piece of mirror, salt for protection, black tourmaline for grounding, clear quartz for clarity, herbs—rosemary, basil, bay leaves, cloves—and parchment paper to write my intention. The jar sits empty before me, waiting like an open wound that needs healing.  I start with the salt. “I charge you, salt, to protect MacKenzie’s from all negative forces and energies.” The words hang heavy in the air as I pour them into the jar, watching them settle.

      The room hums with energy now, as if the walls are listening. I speak my intention with each item, layering them carefully. I’m startled when I nick myself on the piece of mirror, but it’s only a small cut, so I keep going. The jar fills, every element a step closer to sealing the magic. I write on the parchment:

      
        
          
        “MacKenzie’s is a sanctuary of love, peace, and prosperity. Only love and peace may enter.”

      

      

      

      I fold the paper into thirds and tuck it inside the jar, adding a final wisp of sage smoke.

      I light a white candle, letting its wax drip over the jar’s lid, sealing it shut. The scent of sage mingles with the candle’s sweetness, and I hold the jar in my hands, feeling its energy pulse through it. Closing my eyes, I visualize the protection the spell will provide, an impenetrable shield around MacKenzie’s, keeping harm at bay, and then I meditate.

      For twenty minutes, I sit in the dark, breathing in time with the room, watching the flame of the candle, and letting the spell settle. Suddenly, my mind starts wandering. Is the spell strong enough? Should I have substituted another crystal? What if…

      I catch myself second-guessing, so I bring my meditation back to the breath. When I finally open my eyes, the moon’s light has found its way through the windows, casting a delicate pattern on the floor. A waning crescent. Not ideal for protection spells, but I’ve added the mirror for banishment, just in case.

      Did cutting myself aid or hurt the spell? Should I do the spell over? No, stop overthinking this.

      The jar will go into the safe at MacKenzie’s tomorrow, and its energy will seep into the space, guarding it. And if it needs recharging, if this wasn’t the perfect time, I’ll come back. This room, with its quiet strength, will always be here. Yes, I can come back and do it again.
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      RIVER

      “What are you doing, River?” Cruz asks, his voice muffled through the thick wooden door. “Why’s the door locked?”

      The strip shows a single pink line. Relief floods through me—I’m not pregnant. Thank God. But the relief is short-lived, giving way to confusion, then a creeping dread. My breath catches in my throat as I think back. How long has it been since my last period? Three months. On top of that, the jitters, the nausea, the sweats. All this time, I’ve been out of sync with myself.

      “Nothing!” The word comes out sharp with panic as I hurriedly unlock the door. The pee stick and box disappear into the trash with a toss. And then, like a slap in the face, it hits me. Of course, I’m not expecting. I’m forty-seven years old. How could I be so stupid? I stare at my reflection in the mirror, my hands gripping the edge of the sink as reality sinks in—it’s menopause.

      The doorknob rattles, jolting me from my thoughts. What’s he doing home already? It’s not even seven.

      Cruz opens the door and walks in, his tall frame filling the doorway. The light from the bedroom spills in behind him, making him appear as though he’s stepped out of a movie set, like some hunky Hollywood heartthrob. Why do men age more gracefully than women? I guess I should have known better than to date someone thirteen years younger than me. Stop saying that; everyone says you make a cute couple.

      “Just washing my hands,” I lie, forcing a smile.

      Cruz steps closer, his scent different, leather and something else… sage. The soft light from the stained-glass filters into the bathroom, casting a kaleidoscope of hues on the high ceilings and ornate moldings. The space is beautiful, a converted cathedral with intricate details, yet right now its beauty is suffocating.

      “MacKenzie’s is booked solid tonight,” Cruz says, his voice tinged with excitement. “Not bad for a Wednesday. I thought I’d duck out and spend some quality time with you.” He walks his fingers up my arm.

      I nod, but my mind is miles away, grappling with the realization that my body is changing in ways I don’t want. It took me years to get comfortable in my own skin, and now that I finally have—this happens. I have to face the fact that time is slipping away.

      “Wonderful.” I pretend to dry my hands on an imaginary towel. My heart pounds in my chest, praying Cruz didn’t detect the nonexistent towel or the trash. Even if Cruz doesn’t know exactly what’s bothering me, he’s a witch, and he’ll sense something…

      What would I have done if I were with child? Terminate? I press my palm flat against the cool marble counter. I’m Catholic, and more than that, I would never do that to Cruz. Never. He deserves to have a child; but now it won’t be with me. Perhaps he already has one, one he doesn’t even know about. After all, he’s been with hundreds of women before me. I swallow hard, my throat tight, and force myself to stand straight and hide my feelings of loss. I’m being selfish. I realize it’s not about not having a child but the loss of my womanhood.

      I can’t let him see the cracks forming in me. He’s burdened with enough—the restaurants, training Joey, and dealing with the FBI in finding his psychopath father. He doesn’t need my petty problems.

      My fingers trace the edge of the sink, the cold porcelain a stark contrast to the heat of my anxiety. Or is it a hot flash? Crap.

      The worry only heightens as I think about Montel being out there. Do the cops really think we wouldn’t have told them everything we knew? My jaw clenches at the memory of the night his father came to the brownstone Cruz purchased for me and tried to abduct me, eventually escaping through a secret pathway behind one of my bookcases I hadn’t known anything about.

      I catch myself in the mirror and look away, avoiding Cruz’s stare. I can’t let him see the fear and doubt swirling in my eyes. Instead, I focus on the mundane, on the familiar details of our converted home.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Cruz asks, his voice softer now as he spins me around with tender but firm hands. “Let me look at you.” His eyes search mine, his gaze intense, and he leads me out of the bathroom. His ability to make me feel important and cherished is a gift he gives, not just now and then, but all the time. “Your aura is different.”

      Yeah, it’s different, alright. I’m carrying five pounds of water from not getting my period.

      I should know better than to try to fool a witch. Cruz has a way of sensing things, seeing things others miss. He believes everyone has these powers, but that you have to develop them and want to use them. “I just have a touch of something, maybe the flu,” I say, attempting to deflect his attention and praying he doesn’t see through my lie.

      Cruz chuckles, pulling me close, his breath against my ear, his scent enveloping me—rich and earthy, like walking into a leather shop in Florence. I remember one in particular that I used to love when I studied art history abroad for a semester. “Something’s up with you, River.” His hands wrap around my fingers as he steps back to look at me, his blue eyes searching my face.

      “I must look fatter,” I suggest, trying to make light of it.

      “Stop being ridiculous. It’s your skin. You’re glowing. Did you give yourself a facial?” He squeezes my hands tighter, concern and affection bleeding into his stare.

      “No, but I thought about it,” I lie again, a pang of guilt wracking through me.

      “Whatever it is, it agrees with you.”

      “Has the FBI contacted you? Do they know where your father is?” I ask, eager to change the subject.

      “No. The last time I spoke to them was weeks ago,” Cruz says, his expression growing more solemn. “The only thing they know is that he isn’t in Chicago. They found his computer, and his search history was full of places to live in Mexico. There have apparently been sightings of him down there, so don’t worry.”

      “What about that woman?” I press, unwilling to let it go.

      He raises a wary eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to talk about this?”

      “Yes, I want to know.”

      “According to the agents, she spent a month in the hospital before she was coherent enough to be interviewed. I still think about what would have happened to you if I hadn’t shown up when I did.” He lets out a sharp breath, shaking his head slightly. “Let’s not discuss it.”

      “But the woman?”

      “She disappeared. Walked right out of the nursing home they moved her to and hasn’t been seen since.”

      An icy tingle creeps over me. “Are you ever going to hire someone to take over Liam’s position? Cork isn’t protection, and Joey’s tied up handling the escort service now that you run the restaurants. Not having a bodyguard is a liability.”

      “Don’t concern yourself. I can handle my father. I’d love to get my hands on him.”

      I bite my bottom lip, pausing for only a second before I ask, “Isn’t there any way you can forgive Liam and let him come back?”

      “He betrayed me, River,” Cruz grumbles, his body going stiff. “Don’t you understand I can’t trust him? By taking money from Angelo Conti, he put all of us in jeopardy.”

      “He made a mistake. Your life was never in danger, and in the end⁠—”

      “Have you been speaking to Liam?”

      “Yes, he needs a friend.”

      He drops my hands, taking a step back toward the bathroom door. “This is business, and betrayal isn’t something I can condone, ever. I want you to stop talking to him. You have to make a choice.”

      “Even if you don’t hire him back, you could still be his friend,” I suggest, knowing that I should leave well enough alone but not being able to stop. “You just cut him off. Think about how that must feel.”

      “He made his choice. He’ll have to live with it.”

      “Please, Cruz.”

      “Don’t push me, River.” Cruz’s voice carries a finality that leaves no room for argument. His gaze locks with mine and the heat of frustration simmers in his eyes. I clench my hands, swallowing my retort, knowing better than to press further.

      The door bursts open, cutting through the tense atmosphere. My daughter, Joy, steps in, hands on her hips, her brow furrowed. “Mom, my school uniform is dirty.”

      I exhale sharply, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Ever hear of knocking before entering? And you know how to use the washing machine and dryer. I taught you.”

      Joy huffs, shaking her hips back and forth. “Can’t you do it? I want to watch TV.”

      “You still can,” I say, keeping my tone firm but calm. “It takes a minute to start the washer. Then you can watch your show, pop your stuff in the dryer, and head to sleep. I’ll tuck you in, and when the load is dry, I’ll hang it up and put it in your room.”

      “Mommmm, come on,” she whines, drawing out the word.

      I tilt my head, leveling her with a no-nonsense stare. “You come on, Joy.”

      “I’ll do it.” Cruz smoothly rises from the bed. “I have a couple of things that need washing too, and I’ll throw them all in. Be right back.”

      Joy beams, her earlier annoyance vanishing in an instant. “Thanks, Cruz!” She dances off, leaving the door wide open.

      “Bedtime is at nine—no later!” I call after her.

      A few minutes later, Cruz strides back into the room, rubbing his hands together. He sits on the edge of the bed, the faint scent of detergent clinging to him.

      I pat his shoulder. “You shouldn’t let her get away with things. She needs to become more responsible.”

      Cruz leans back, stretching his legs out. His expression softens, though his blue eyes gleam with quiet resolve. “She’s a kid, River. Sometimes, letting her feel supported matters more than the lesson. Besides”—he smirks faintly—“I don’t mind doing a little laundry.”

      “She’s twisting you around her little finger,” I say, smiling.

      “Maybe.” Cruz smiles back and then abruptly changes the subject, catching me off guard. “I want to get married soon.” He gets up off the bed. “I did what you asked. I contacted the authorities about my father and created a legitimate business. I’ve even constructed an apartment inside The Palace away from my workers, where you and your children can live in privacy.”

      “I’m not sure this is the right time.” I push up from the bed myself and step further away from Cruz, the coolness of the hardwood floor beneath my bare feet. The high ceilings of our bedroom make his presence feel even larger, more imposing, which is weird. It must be the shadow his body casts. His long, almost white blonde hair falls around his chiseled face, and his piercing blue eyes lock onto mine with an intensity that sends a chill down my spine.

      “You’re wearing my ring, aren’t you?” he questions, his voice strong as he closes the distance between us in a few strides. His hand, rough and warm, lifts my hand, and he glances at the skull ring on my finger—the one that used to be his. The cool metal presses against my skin, a constant reminder of the man I’m bound to. The light from the chandelier falls on the silver, causing beams to dance across the walls and cast a peaceful glow over the room. But there’s nothing serene about our lives or our passion.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      Cruz cuts me off, his grip tightening just enough to hold my attention. “What kind of example are we setting for your children?” His serious expression leaves little room for argument. As he towers over me, I feel small and vulnerable.

      My eyes turn to the photographs on the dresser—pictures of us with Alex and Joy around Chicago. The kids laughing at the Bean, Cruz holding Joy as they pose in front of the skyline, the sun setting behind them. It’s the life we’ve created, the one he wants to solidify. But I can’t shake that something’s still missing.

      “That’s an old-fashioned idea.” I try to keep my voice steady. “Lots of people live together without being wed.”

      “I don’t care what other people do.” Cruz’s tone is forceful as he releases my hand and paces the length of the room. His long blonde hair glows like gold in the light as he runs a hand through it in frustration. “I care what we do, and that our children are living with parents who are legally united. Do you understand? It’s not just about us. I would think as a proper Catholic that you’d realize the importance of marrying a father for your children, a man you’re sharing a bed with.”

      “But you aren’t a Christian,” I counter, watching him as he moves to the window, looking out at the sidewalk below. “And you aren’t their biological father.” The words tumble out, and I pray I haven’t hurt him.

      “But you are a Catholic,” he reiterates, his back still turned to me. “And regardless of not being their biological father, I’m their father in every way that counts, am I not?” He finally turns and looks into my eyes, searching for agreement.

      “Yes, Cruz.” I nod. “You are.”

      He smiles, a knowing one. “I believe children should have two parents, and that the parents should be married. I went to my old room at The Palace tonight and received a clear message after I meditated. Making that commitment, sealing our connection, would create a kind of shield around you, something even stronger than what I can do alone. I want to marry you because I love you, but also because I’m convinced it’ll protect you in ways I can’t explain. We’re more powerful together than apart.”

      “I understand, but maybe we could wait until summer.” Suddenly, the door pops open, and my daughter bursts back in.

      “Mom, Alex won’t let me use the markers,” Joy twists her hair around her finger—“and I have a school project due.”

      “Joy, didn’t we discuss knocking first, before coming into our room?”

      “I forgot,” Joy says, disinterested and unapologetic.

      “Try to remember next time. But if you have a project due, why are you watching TV?” I sigh and move past that quickly. “I’ll speak to Alex in a few minutes. Now go and close the door.” As soon as Joy’s gone, Cruz continues.

      “There’s no reason to wait any longer. Our birth signs align, we’re compatible, and our union should endure. You’re a Taurus, known for your strength, reliability, and patience. God knows you’ve been patient with me and the one who just left.” He laughs, causing the corners of my lips to turn up. “I’m a Scorpio, known for my commanding presence, passion, intensity, loyalty, and my willingness to protect you. We can get a license at the courthouse, have a private ceremony with an official of our choosing, and throw a nice party afterward at MacKenzie’s. If you want something fancy later, we can plan it. I’ve researched this carefully. March 31 is the perfect date.”

      I step closer to him, the words coming out before I can stop them. “Does your birth sign say anything about being over-controlling?”

      “I believe ‘commanding presence’ and ‘intensity’ cover that.” He wraps me in his arms.

      “A small gathering is fine. After all, it’s my third time.”

      Cruz cups my face in his hands. “Third time’s a charm, River. Just because it’s your third marriage doesn’t diminish it. This is my first.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything—” I start, but he cuts me off with a gentle kiss, his lips warm against mine, his touch reassuring.

      “Of course you didn’t.” He pulls back just enough to meet my eyes. “I’m just saying that a beautiful wedding is something I’d like to spend the money on someday. A wedding planner, a designer wedding dress for you, a tux for me, a reception for hundreds of people—the whole thing.” His voice softens as he kisses me again, harder this time, his hands sliding down to my waist, pulling me closer. “And this time is the last, because you’ll never find someone who will love you more than I do.”

      “What should I wear to get our license?” I ask, softly smiling up at him.

      “I’d say ‘nothing,’ but they wouldn’t give us the license,” Cruz jokes, his grin lighting up his face—a face that women swoon over, with its sharp angles and perfect features.

      Cruz says I worry too much and that I should leave the worrying to him. But with a man like Cruz by my side, there’s plenty of worrying to be had, and it’s hard not to see the shadows lurking in the corners. I just hope Cruz can protect us from the dangers that seem to follow us.

      “Why is the 31st the perfect day?” I ask.

      Cruz beams. “Falling just at the end of March, it transitions from one season to another, and the balance between endings and new beginnings resonates with the idea of marriage. Additionally, March 31 is close to the Spring Equinox, a time of balance between light and dark, renewal and growth. It’s also associated with fertility, making it an auspicious time for a wedding. Since you’re pregnant already, it couldn’t be any more perfect.”

      My heart drops. Pregnant? He thinks I’m pregnant. How can I put up an argument? And more importantly, how am I going to tell him I’m not? What do I do now?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bell jingles as I push open the door to Eleven City Diner. The warmth and scent of roasted coffee beans, pastries, and cinnamon wash over me as I enter. This place is usually a refuge, but today, fried bacon from a nearby table twists and turns my stomach.

      My eyes scan the room, and I spot Liam in the back corner, fingers tapping on the wooden table nervously. I weave through the crowded tables, dodging a mother trying to calm her wailing baby and an older couple locked in a hushed argument. Each noise presses in on me, amplifying the tension. I try to shake it off as I make my way to the corner.

      Liam looks up, his brown eyes worried, but turning hopeful when they land on me. His brown hair is cut short, and his goatee is gone. He’d texted earlier that he’d been job hunting. He offers a small smile as I near his table.

      “River, how are you?” His Irish accent is tinged with concern.

      I slide into the chair across from him. It scrapes the floor, making a screeching noise.

      “Liam, we need to talk.” The words come out steady despite the fact that I don’t want to give him the bad news.

      His eyes narrow. “It’s about Cruz, isn’t it? He won’t listen.”

      I nod, taking the warm paper cup he pushes toward me. “He thinks you betrayed him, Liam. He won’t hear me out.”

      Liam’s fingers freeze on the table. He shakes his head. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I’d never hurt him or you. Neither of you was ever in any danger. I took some money to show him a deal, that’s all.” His voice is tight, desperate for me to believe him, and I do.

      “I know.” I wrap my hands around the cup, letting its heat seep into my cold fingers. “But I can’t get through to Cruz. He won’t listen. Why couldn’t you have just asked Cruz for the money if you needed it?”

      “It’s hard for a man to ask another man for money. A relative needed it for her kids. She’s a single mum.” Liam leans in, his expression softening. “You’ve always been able to reach him, River. Don’t give up. You’re the only one he listens to.”

      I take a deep breath, the weight of his words pressing against the heavier burden I’m carrying. “Liam, Cruz has a lot on his mind. His father and the new restaurants. You know how he is. He needs to be in charge, and lately things have been worse. He’s always been someone to overthink things, but now… He’s so stressed, I can’t even share a problem I’m having.”

      “What is it?” Liam asks, concern on his face.

      “It’s hard to talk about. It… It’s women’s stuff. I’m… I’m going through menopause.” My face gets hot. I’m embarrassed. At least I think it’s that. The words hang in the air, a truth I’ve barely accepted myself. I can’t believe I’ve just shared this with Liam. I glance down at the table, my heart pounding as I continue. “I already felt too old for him, but now… what if I can’t give him what he wants anymore?”

      Liam’s face softens further, his hand resting on mine. “Even if that’s true, it won’t change how Cruz feels about you. It doesn’t change who you are inside.”

      His words sound beautiful, but I’m not sure I believe them. I nod, trying to keep the tears at bay, but doubt clings to me. “What if I’m not enough?” I whisper, more to myself than to him.

      Liam squeezes my hand. “Cruz loves you, River. That’s not going to change.”

      Doris, one of the servers, comes by and tops off my paper cup. “You’re in early today,” she says.

      “Yes, I’m not going to work until eleven. How’s the puppy?” I ask.

      “Not one anymore. He’s growing. Eating me out of house and home.”

      “Time doesn’t stand still, unfortunately.”

      “Nope, it doesn’t. And speaking of which…” She gives me a smile and moves on to the next table.

      I stand abruptly, the table rattling as I push the chair back. “The other thing, Cruz wants to get married in March. I need to go, Liam. We’ll talk later.” I ignore his concerned look as I grab my cup and head for the door.

      The typical cool Chicago March air hits me as I step outside. I catch my reflection in a nearby window, worn and tired. I turn the corner, my mind lost in a tangle of thoughts, and don’t see the man until it’s too late. He slams into me, hard, knocking the coffee from my hand. The hot liquid splashes across my skin, and I gasp, the pain and shock pulling me back to the moment. I should have asked Doris for a lid.

      “Look where you’re going!” The man’s voice is sharp, filled with anger.

      My heart hammers in my chest, fear surging through me. My hands shake, and I instinctively glance down, avoiding his eyes. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      “Of course you are! People like you need to open your eyes.”

      I want to defend myself. What does he mean by “people like me”? I want to say it was his fault too, that he was looking down at his phone, but the words die in my throat. I’ve been here before, too many times, and I know how this ends. Back in middle school, when I was the quiet girl everyone picked on. I learned early to shrink, stay hidden, and not say anything. It got worse with Jack—first the sharp words, then the hands that reached out, slaps, and then punches.

      I stay silent, my hands crushing the useless, nearly empty cup, while he continues to dump on me. “Are you too stupid to say anything?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, though he’s already stormed off, leaving me standing in the cold, shaking. The fear lingers, tightening its grip on me, and shame quickly follows. I should’ve spoken up, defended myself. But instead, I froze, like always. I let him walk all over me.

      I take a breath and start moving, my thoughts weighing me down. I glance at the street ahead, but I know I’m not seeing it. The confession I made to Liam, the fear that I’m too old, that I’ll lose Cruz—they hang over me like a cloud. I pull my coat tighter, stepping through the cold, knowing I can’t keep running from this. But the fear, the doubt, it’s always there, just waiting to pull me under.

      I should have defended myself against that man, but old habits die hard. Today, like every day, I walked away, keeping the peace the only way I know how. Maybe one day I’ll find the strength to fight back, but today is not that day.
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      CRUZ

      “Where are we headed first this morning, Cruz?” Cork calls out the driver’s side window.

      “MacKenzie’s,” I say.

      “They aren’t even open yet, are they?” Cork asks.

      “No, but I have to put something in my office.” I don’t tell him about the spell jar, the ward of protection I’ve created. I climb into the back of the SUV, sliding across the cool leather, and feel a surge of excitement bubbling beneath my calm exterior. “I have news, Cork.” I keep my voice steady, but I can’t help the smile that I’m holding back.

      Cork glances back at me from the front seat, eyes lighting up with curiosity. “Did you speak to Liam?” There’s a hopeful edge in the way he speaks, the kind that’s rare for him.

      “No, it’s not that. We’ve discussed this. Stop bringing it up. He can never come back,” I snap before taking a deep, centering breath. “It’s bigger. River and I are getting married.”

      Cork’s eyes go wide, and a grin spreads across his face. “That’s wonderful, boss. When’s the big day?”

      “March 31. A private ceremony, but we’ll have a reception at MacKenzie’s afterward.” The words spill out faster than I intended. I get a rush saying them, which makes it feel more real. Like I can make it happen by speaking it into existence.

      “Whoa, that’s fast. What’s the rush?” Cork asks.

      I shift in my seat. “To be truthful, I had to spring it on her. Something’s been different with her for several weeks now. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first, but she’s got a glow about her…” I pause, and the memory hits me again, soft and warm. “I was waiting for her to tell me. But she didn’t, and then I found it—a pregnancy kit in the trash can. That’s when I knew for sure. I took control of the situation and asked her to marry me.”

      Cork raises his eyebrows, something unreadable crossing his face. “When did this happen?”

      “Last night.” My mind replays the scene in a loop. “Unfortunately, I don’t think River is as happy about the baby as I wish she was.”

      “She said she was pregnant?” Cork’s voice changes—cautious now, like he’s trying to figure something out.

      “As I said, I found a pregnancy test in the trash. I didn’t need her to spell it out for me.”

      “Did you check the results yourself? Take her to a doctor? Those kits can be wrong, you know.”

      I blink, caught off guard. I hadn’t thought about that. “I… I read her thoughts about it. She’s afraid, Cork.”

      “Of what?”

      I pause, putting into words the storm I’d gotten from her. Her mind was a mess. “She was worried about looking fat, about her career. She thinks the baby is a gift to me.”

      Cork wiggles in his seat, eyes thoughtful, but there’s a shadow, something he’s not saying, and it makes me uneasy. He glances quickly at me. “So, you want the baby, Cruz?”

      “Of course, very much. Who wouldn’t want a baby with River? She’s everything I’ve ever wanted, and a baby… It’s just another way to build our future together. I’ll do anything to make River realize she wants the baby too.”

      Cork nods despite the continued hesitation in his expression. “That’s cool, Cruz. I’m sure she’ll come around. But your life is going to change, and with the club, the escort services, the new restaurants, and all, you’re going to be plenty busy. It’s a lot of pressure.” He keeps looking straight ahead, his eyes on the road.

      Cork’s words hit me like a splash of cold water. My smile begins to fade, and I force myself to keep it, but Cork’s thoughts stick in my mind, a seed of doubt blooming. What if he’s right and it’s more than I can deal with? Or worse yet, what if I’ve misread something? I’ve been wrong before, but not with something important like this. I need to consider the possibility. I’m under a lot of pressure now. I could have gotten it wrong.

      No. I know what I saw. I know what I felt. This is what’s meant to be. I can deal with the restaurants. I want this baby.

      The rest of the ride goes by in silence. When we arrive at MacKenzie’s, I hurry to exit the car and unlock the front door. It’s empty and quiet. I’m still in awe of what I created. It’s a beautiful space. I head to my small office. There’s a slew of Post-it notes on my desk. After picking them up and placing them in my pocket, I take the spell jar out of my briefcase, open my safe, and put it inside. I already feel my restaurant is better protected until I remember the lie.

      I’ve let River think I’m no longer involved with the escort services, and that isn’t the truth. I didn’t give them to Joey as I promised. I’m not respecting River if I’m lying to her, but I need the money to keep MacKenzie’s going.

      I’ve gone against one of the tenets of Wicca—do no harm. I need to rectify this.

      I try to steady my breath with my eyes closed, but instead it comes out shaky and uneven. I used to be in control, always able to figure out what to do, but now… now I’m not as sure about things. I lock everything up, set the alarm, and climb back into the car with Cork.

      “How did it go?” he asks.

      “Fine.”

      “Did you get what you needed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where to next?”

      “Monsters.”

      The SUV moves through the city, the world outside a blur of other cars, people, and street signals, but I can’t focus on any of it. The excitement bubbles up again, ready to spill over, but then there’s that small whisper in the back of my mind—what if Cork is correct? What if I can’t handle this? What if I’ve jumped to the wrong conclusion? I push it away, refusing to let doubt creep in any further. I’ll use my tarot cards and get some clarity.

      Brrring, brrring. The phone buzzes in my hand. I press “answer” and bring it to my ear. The person on the other end dives right in.

      “Hello, may I speak to Cruz MacKenzie? My name is Rick Ticks.”

      Something about the name grates immediately, a tick being a bloodsucking parasite that spreads disease. Not exactly a reassuring introduction.

      “This is him,” I reply cautiously.

      “I’m calling about a reference for Liam Byrne. I understand he was an employee?”

      “Yes,” I say slowly, weighing my words. “My operations manager.”

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      The directness of the question prickles at me. Most employers would start with small talk, test the waters. This guy is too sharp, too quick. Something doesn’t sit right. “I don’t like doing this over the phone.” I keep my tone neutral. “Could we meet in person?”
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          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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