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      Content Warning: Age 18+ Content.

      This book is not for everyone. This Gothic Suspense Romance Novella contains power exchange dynamics and light BDSM activities. The hero is morally gray and not a warm and fuzzy character. Both the hero and heroine are survivors of physical abuse. He’s a victim of child abuse, and she’s a domestic violence survivor. The hero’s mother suffered from drug addiction, and his father used his religious fervor as a weapon. Her mother committed suicide. The book also contains graphic descriptions of sexual activities. If you find any of this objectionable or triggering, stay clear. However, with all this said, the book is healing and hopeful and ends with a positive, loving relationship.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Warlock & The Maiden

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you say?”

      “Nothin’, Cruz, nothing,” Sophia, my newest acquisition, says as she brings her head up, kneeling in front of me. Red hair masks one side of her face as one panicked brown eye peeks out.

      “You know the rules. No speaking unless spoken to, and then yes and no answers. And don’t look at me. Understand?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Sophia says, looking at the stone floor.

      Progress; she’s acting like a proper sub. Her skin is lit by hundreds of red candles and contrasts with the grey limestone walls of the cellar. The neighbors think it’s a wine cellar. Everyone in my neighborhood has one, but it’s my dungeon and a perfect one. A home like mine, dating from the 1800s, only comes around once in a lifetime. Luckily, I inherited it. The walls are thick, offering plenty of privacy.

      I have a favorite. Doesn’t every man? Mine’s made of braided leather, red and black. I remove it from the rack where I keep my copious collection. I caress the handle, run my finger along the thong and popper. I pull Sophia to her feet by the back of her halter and hand her the whip. “Kiss the handle,” I order. She takes too long to comply and rolls her eyes, making me swat her to get her attention.

      “Ouch, Cruz, you’re hurting me,” she whines, whirling around. She doesn’t know what hurt is. The sting of this whip is awe-inspiring. I remember well.

      “When I give you an order, you obey quickly,” I say. “If I correct you one more time, you won’t like the outcome.” She lowers her eyes to the floor once more and waits. I have to bring her back to my corner. I’m letting her get the better of me. Or do I mean the worse?

      Sometimes I’m as close to evil as a person aboveground can be. This could turn into one of those times. I enjoy playing with two girls at once, and Sophia turning on her own even better. Still, Sophia’s making me lose my patience, and I don’t want that. I want to enjoy them and for them to enjoy me.

      In a conspiratorial tone, I point to my other girl, Sadie, tied on the cross. “Start on her ass first, then her back, between her thighs. Vary the strokes, soft and hard. Shoot for ten and watch what you’re doing. The idea is to ramp up Sadie’s desire and drive her crazy, not break her skin. The safe word is ‘gothic.’ If she say’s it, stop what you’re doing. If you screw this up, I’ll do the same to you.”

      Sophia strides confidently towards the cross with a slight smile plastered on her face. Sophia shouldn’t smile. She’ll learn. In a short while, no matter what happens to Sadie, the pain will come back twofold to her. Sophia’s like my junkie mother…she couldn’t do anything right either. My mother was a whore, and I learned early most women are. They all want something: drugs, dick, designer shoes. They don’t fool me. I make sure they embrace their true nature. They can’t hide behind their makeup and pretend smiles. I don’t let them. I shine my black mirror on them, unmasking and revealing who they are. Once I do, they become what I want them to be.

      I failed once. Her name was River. River had the palest skin, with tiny freckles on her nose. They looked painted on, oh so delicate. I’d never seen freckles on a grown woman before. Pale blue eyes too, and the lightest blonde hair, almost white, the exact color of mine. My right-hand man, Bones, said, “You look like brother and sister.” Maybe him telling me that held me back. You don’t fuck your sister. I was an only child, a good thing. I wouldn’t want anyone, even my worst enemy, to grow up like I did.

      River’s face was angelic, her expression joyful, and her body cherub-like, round, not angular like mine or my other girls. My house, a converted church, made it seem like she belonged here, like an angel who fell from heaven, hiding with us. The problem was, what to do with her? What would I do with an angel here when I’m no angel myself? Unless I’m Gabriel, the fallen one, and want to clip her wings and bring her to hell on earth?

      River had a face that transcended time, ethereal. Or maybe she’s a force of nature. I couldn’t tell her age. The others insisted she was forty-three, thirteen years older than me. Perhaps her long hair in braids or the too-large clothes she wore to hide her body made her appear younger. You don’t know how old a rock or an ocean is by looking either, and her name was River, after all.

      The other girls brought her home from the dirty dog (what we call the Greyhound bus station). She lasted almost a year and never succumbed to the evil I had pushed. She said she feared me. No shit, I’m a scary guy. But I never brought out the big guns. I never forced her to do anything. Instead, we talked in my library and not about bullshit. I listened to what she thought and felt. She didn’t like to disagree with me or anyone, so more often than not, I reinforced her positions and never became confrontational. I gave River space to express herself. That’s what you do when you have a true submissive. Many of my women go that way, and there are ways you need to handle them. It’s not a weakness on their part. It takes strength to surrender to another person. It’s not simply them giving up control, but handing control to someone they trust implicitly, me. That’s a gift I treasure.

      River had read the four schools of thought: Idealism, Realism, Pragmatism and Existentialism. No other bitch in my house or dude in my crew knew their meanings. She spoke languages, too, besides English. She could read French and German. She visited the public library almost once a week and brought back piles of books, mostly on philosophy or art history. She was always searching for answers. I could tell she was privileged with her education and manners. Even though her clothes seemed worn, I knew she didn’t belong here, so no big surprise when she disappeared. What can you expect? Women aren’t trustworthy. My mother, Eddie, proved that.

      River’s image sneaks into my mind like the vapor of a ghost, clouding it, taking me away from what I should have my mind on; deciding where to open my next house, how many girls I should hire, why Gia didn’t hit her quota last month, and my plan for fucking Sadie and Sophia.

      The candles are burning down, and smoke drifts around the room, with the only illumination coming from them. The women, one hung and the other standing, wait for me. Shadows fill the room, making it seem crowded, but even with them here I’m alone. Scents of cedar and musk permeate the air and my head hurts again. Time to put this shit to bed (like I ever could) and nail these bitches to mine. “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,” my mother would say under her breath whenever my father left the room. My father tried to open my mother’s eyes and failed. I won’t. My mother claimed my father drove her away. A lie. She had a lover—the needle. Did I drive River away?

      Sophia doesn’t know me from Adam, but she’ll discover she’s no Eve tonight. I’m Lucifer, come to life, and I’m going to show her the light. Glory Be!

      Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh. CRACK.
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        * * *

      

      I’m going back. I don’t have a choice. I need Cruz’s help. Cruz is the only one strong enough and smart enough to take him on. Only if he wants to, that’s the problem—if. The man sitting next to me on the bus keeps taking up more and more space, spreading out. I’m pushed against the window, and his arms are resting near my leg. He brushes against me. An accident? I want to move to another seat, but there’s nowhere to go. Passengers are already standing in the aisles, shoulder to shoulder.

      Knowing Cruz, he’s going to demand something. I can’t let him know how desperate I am. But I need to get by Bones, Cruz’s gatekeeper, first. I don’t have a chance if he doesn’t let me see Cruz. I’ll have spent hours on a bus for nothing, and there’s no going back.

      The man sitting next to me moves his hand to my thigh. Not an accident. “Stop,” I call out loud enough for the older woman with the folded walker, sitting on the opposite aisle, to hear. She turns towards us; the overhead light displays her scowl. The man doesn’t look at me and moves his hand again, this time between my thighs.

      Bones has never liked me, since the beginning. I never earned money or got punished like the others.

      “Leave her alone,” the woman barks, watching. “If you don’t, I’m telling the driver.” Now other people are turning in their seats and watching too.

      Cruz doesn’t trust women, and it has nothing to do with me leaving. I don’t trust men either, so distrust of the opposite sex is something we share. I remember when Cruz described his father as religious and followed it up with “God-fearing.” I couldn’t align his father’s Baptist beliefs with Cruz’s. Why did Cruz choose to practice Wicca and become a witch instead? Cruz keeps bookshelves full of texts on paganism and the occult. There are altars throughout the house and one in the small garden. He celebrates their holidays and insists all of us are part of his coven, but I never fit in. I cling to the idea of a higher power and pieces of the Catholic faith I learned in school, but when I was there the last time, I played with some of what Cruz offered. I know when I return to Cruz’s house, he’ll have a hard time forgiving my betrayal of leaving. Whatever the punishment, I’ll deal. I’ll do whatever I have to protect myself and them.

      My stop is coming up and I stand. The man’s hands move away, and I slide from my seat, holding my backpack. “Thank you,” I whisper to the woman who spoke up, and I sprint down the aisle and off the bus into the cold dark.

      The exhaust and the squeals of the bus as it pulls away makes me turn back. I notice the same man from the bus trailing after me. Every time I cross from one street to another, he follows. My heart beats faster and faster as I quicken my pace, the man moving at the same speed I am.

      I arrive at Cruz’s home in the Hawthorne Place district at midnight. The structure’s massive and mostly stone, with church-like spires and arch-shaped entries and windows. Its chimneys, towers and steeply gabled roof silhouette against a coal-black sky streaked with cobalt blue and an invisible moon. Cruz says the style of the house is Gothic, and I agree. As I get closer, I spot the two recent additions, gargoyles and decorative stonework around the windows. The air is frosty and damp even by Chicago’s standards. My boots are wet from snow, and my leather gloves are worthless, too thin, and no match for the sleet. The breezes whipping up off Lake Michigan a block away cause me to shiver, and my face is numb to the touch. More sleet blows into my eyes and diamond flakes stick to my eyelashes as I glance upward. I brush them away and search backward for the man following me, and see his silhouette growing larger.

      All the windows are dark in the house, a shame because many of them are stained glass of Celtic or religious scenes. Even at night, if the lights are on, you can see them if the blackout shades aren’t down. Cruz purchased them to keep the neighbors’ prying eyes out. Even in daytime the shades are seldom open, because the girls and Cruz sleep during the day, since they often work at night.

      I’ve always loved this house, the place Cruz calls The Palace. It’s elegant, with vaulted ceilings in the great room and some bedrooms, fresco paintings, a domed ceiling in the ballroom/dining room, plank flooring that squeaks, and detailed plaster molding work throughout. The property’s worth a fortune. The location, one of the best parts of Chicago, plays a role. Cruz only buys, wears and invests in the best. “I don’t waste time on second-best,” he said more than once. I always question why he let me stay.

      We were alone some nights, and after I cleaned the kitchen and the others left for work, Cruz and I talked. We discussed everything. He sought my opinion on books, movies, religion, art and philosophy. He listened. Cruz has two sides; one side is frightening, the other comforting. I never understood why, but the scary part never bothered me. I believed he would never hurt me, but maybe I was fooling myself or being naïve. I hope Cruz is in the house tonight to handle the threat I’ve brought home with me.

      I climb the six marble stairs, my heart racing. When I step up, I feel like a child because they’ve built them for someone tall with long legs, and that’s not me. I pause a moment or two, afraid of what will happen when I go inside, even though the man behind me is getting close. I slip and grab hold of the iron railing to keep myself upright. Ice swaddles the steps because no one’s put salt out yet. Thankfully I have a backpack, so my hands are free, and I catch myself holding onto the railing when I slide. The entryway, tall double black doors, face me. Underneath them, greenery fills ornate plaster urns painted red, adorned with twinkle lights. My hand settles on the vegetation, and I paw through franticly. My fingers land on a small metal container buried inside. Bingo—the hide-a-key. I slide the metal covering and hold up the key. The front lanterns kiss the brass before I insert it into the lock and turn. The man crashes into me, causing the door to yank out of my hand, propelling me forward, and the copper skull-shaped knocker to slam.

      “Welcome home, River,” Cruz says, his hot breath hitting my cheek as he catches me and holds me tight against his chest, looking past me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Stand on Your Own Two Feet

          

        

      

    

    
      Did I conjure River back tonight? She appears even younger than before, if that’s possible. Is the fear in her eyes from the asshole behind her, or is she more afraid of me? I let go of her leather-clad hands and push her against the wall of the foyer, out of the stranger’s grasp. I recognize a predator when I see one, and grab his throat and squeeze. He’s a large man, but I know how to kill people in ways requiring little strength. He struggles to speak as I continue to press on his windpipe, looking deep into his frightened eyes. By now, Bones is by my side. “Let him go. We don’t need the heat,” he says, and he points back at the row houses of my neighbors, with their windows lit marigold and yellow-white like the color of a Burmese python. I release the man’s throat and toss him out the vestibule, the glass panels lit up by the forged iron lights with cone Tiffany shades.

      “I didn’t know,” he screams while racing down the steps, slipping and running into the night as my people laugh. I slam the door and circle River, examining her, and everyone grows quiet. Her clothes are wet, and she wraps her arms around herself, trying to make herself appear smaller. She doesn’t look at me. I know what she’s up to. Her eyes squeeze close and she conjures up the invisibility spell she’d bookmarked from my book of spells the last time she was here. She doesn’t know that until you accept you’re a witch, you can’t cast spells, so remain powerless.

      River always got skittish when men got close. Being chased tonight, I’m sure, didn’t help matters any. Before she’d left, I believe she’d gotten comfortable with me, even trusting me. She shouldn’t. I could destroy her, and it wouldn’t take but a day or two. I recognized her fragility instantly when the girls first brought her here. Obviously, the man following saw it too. After spending almost a year with her, I know exactly which buttons to push to bring her to her knees. A pimp sizes up his charges. He figures out which ones are loyal and will do as they’re told, which will break rank and need a firmer hand, and which need to go before infecting the herd. The thing is, River never worked for me, not in that way, anyway. I never turned her out; I should have. Each day, I’d decide today would be the day, and then moments later change my mind, deciding she wasn’t ready.

      Perhaps I’m wrong about River. Maybe she can cast spells, and she put one on me. In the end, she cost me money. Nothing like this had happened with me before, holding back with another human. I don’t like people, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try, or at least pretend. I love nature, the woods, birds and animals. I should have realized me liking River was a sign.

      She peeks at me, her eyes meeting mine, and for a brief instant an electrical jolt hits me hard. I drag her into the great room by the hand as Bones, two of my crew, and five other girls, including Gia, follow. All watch intently. I have to do something, or there’d be mutiny. “River,” I say, “go to the table, bend over and keep your eyes down.” I see the other girls and Bones sneer, except for Gia; she turns away. All but Gia are sick motherfuckers. I’ve never understood why most people enjoy seeing other people’s failures. River does as I order, placing her delicate hands on either side of one of the narrow oak tables where we break bread. “Take off your coat, gloves, boots and hat.” River struggles, stripping them off, the wet leather sticking to her hands and feet. One glove drops on the floor. “Leave it,” I call out as she bends to pick it up. After she pulls her gray wool cap off, my chest tightens. Her long hair is gone.

      She places the hat and one glove on the table, takes a wide stance, and plants her feet. “What happened to your hair?” I ask.

      “I cut it.”

      “Why?”

      “My husband,” she says, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “Punishment?” I ask.

      She nods. “For running the last time.” She looks up at me. Asshole. There are other ways to punish.

      “I’ve got to punish you too. Tell me why.”

      “For the same reason. I left without permission,” River whispers.

      “Say it louder, River.”

      “I left without permission.” River’s voice ricochets off the high ceilings of the great room. I step behind her and box her in. Her hands grip the table harder, and her legs shake.

      “There’s danger out there,” I say, pointing to the door. “And you brought the threat back to my house. What count’s appropriate⁠—”

      “Give her a hundred,” Bones interrupts, tossing me my crop.

      “Be quiet or I’ll give you the hundred!” I yell, stepping away from her towards Bones, waving the crop near his face as he dodges my blows. I return and bend closer to River’s ear. “How many? Or should I call your stalker and ask his opinion?”

      “Please…Cruz, don’t. I’m sorry,” she says. Her voice soothes me, and her apology makes me want to back off, but I can’t, not with the others watching.

      “How many?” I ask.

      “Twenty,” she breathes.

      “Twenty sounds right,” I say. She knows what she needs. I push down on the hollow of River’s back, forcing her torso flat to the table and her ass in the air. “You’re to be quiet and not talk back.”

      “I never talked back,” she says. She looks pretty with her short hair and bangs, reminding me of Mia Farrow from Rosemary’s Baby.

      “You don’t say,” I respond, knowing she hadn’t, not in a wrong way, anyway; always funny. I had to work to make her even disagree with me, but when she did… I rub my hand across her rump, her jeans cold and damp from the weather. The crop will sting, but not as bad as the bullwhip. Luckily for her, the piece is downstairs in the dungeon. I don’t make her take her pants off either, which would have caused even more physical torture and mental pain. She’s insecure about her body; like so many other women, River thinks she’s fat. I think she’s perfect. I shouldn’t keep her waiting. The suspense isn’t good for her. She mentioned an anxiety disorder once.

      CRACK. I bring the crop to River’s bum with considerable force and keep bringing it down. She doesn’t cry out, not even once. Would the others maintain I hadn’t hit her hard enough? Why do I care what these idiots think? If anyone dares to say anything, I’ll whip them too. When I’m done, I lead River away from the others to the couch and have Gia bring her ice.

      There are no tears or other reactions from River. I would prefer to monitor her, but I leave instead. I can’t treat River as special, even though I once imagined she was. She can’t tell me where she’s been, anyway. Her eyes hold a faraway look…she’s somewhere else.

      River shouldn’t have left to begin with. Disloyal. And to further her mistake, she came back. My heart is full, and for the first time in a long time, content.
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        * * *

      

      “Spirits of all the people who’ve died in the house hang out here,” Cruz said once. “The ceilings are higher, and there’s room to roam.” I assumed he was teasing me.

      I fall asleep on the couch, and there’s a presence. My body floats. First a man. It’s Cruz. A kiss makes my lips burn, then fingers thread through my hair and softly stroke my head. Someone whispers, calling my name. “Rest. You’re safe here. Everything will be alright,” and I believe and he leaves. Tapping noise. Overwhelming perfume, the stench so overpowering that I hold my breath. A red-haired woman draped in jewels appears. She says I have a purpose. “You have special powers. You can fly, become invisible, and make people soften.”

      It ends up backfiring. I make Cruz nicer in the dream, and someone stabs and kills him. Startled, I reach out for him, but there’s nothing but air. I attempt to get up but can’t move. My head aches and my chest is heavy. I’m alone in the great room, surrounded by the cold stone walls and the vaulted ceiling with dark wood beams and posts. The walls seem to breathe, moving in and out in time with my own breath. Lesson learned. Don’t change Cruz. I need Cruz precisely as he is: challenging, unpredictable, with a touch of evil.

      I know Cruz won’t help me for free. I hear rustling near the couch, but when I turn my head there’s no one. Cruz is going to want something in return. He’s wired this way. We discussed it once. “There are two kinds of people in the world,” Cruz once said. “Those who use and abuse and those who get used and abused. Which one am I?”

      I tried to stall and be diplomatic. He prodded me for the truth. “The kind who uses and abuses,” I finally confessed.

      He smirked at me. “Since you know this, there’s no excuse for letting me take advantage of you unless you’re a fool, and I know you’re not.” But I didn’t have a choice. I had to come back. I need his help.

      More dreams came. My husband’s chasing me. He catches and beats me, but that’s not the worst part. He locks me in the closet again, like all the times before. It’s dark, I’m alone, and I don’t know if it’s day or night. I’m thirsty and hungry, and I can’t help my children. I wake up alone.
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