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Introduction

by Zoe DeNoir

This book is the first of several planned two-story anthologies by myself and my friend and fellow erotica writer Scarlett Thomas Wolfe. Each volume will be based on a theme, idea, or title.

We wrote our stories independently, without discussing the plots or reading each other's work until we had both finished.

My story turned out to be a dark modern-day gothic horror novelette with an erotic undertone. Scarlett's became a humorous paranormal tale in which the sex is kinkier and plays a more central role. Both stories contain a strong element of female domination, especially Scarlett's.

We first decided to do this series a couple of years ago. The delay in getting this project from initial idea to finished work has been entirely on my end—the last two years have been very challenging for me—and I would like to thank Scarlett for her patience.

I hope you will agree that it has been worth the wait.











Zoe DeNoir's story 





DAY 1

Go big or go home.

It had always been one of Bruce's favorite expressions.

And he's still trying to live by it, thought Hazel sardonically. Even though none of us have a home to go back to anymore.

“I can't believe nobody else thought of staying here,” Bruce said as they reached the towering wrought iron front gate.

Negrescu Castle—known simply as The Castle by locals—was perched on the edge of the escarpment that overlooked most of the city. It looked like a cross between a Victorian mansion and a Medieval fortress, with stone walls, a steep wooden roof, and a single tower in one corner. The front doors were recessed beneath a massive archway with demonic stone gargoyles. The doors were padlocked and all of the ground floor windows were boarded up with plywood. The sun was dipping below the treeline, turning the unlit building into a foreboding black silhouette.

Bruce quickly picked the gate's heavy padlock. Hazel had always looked down on her young brother-in-law for his unsavory career choices, but his skills were coming in very handy now. He had already disabled the alarm system and done something to the security cameras that perched like metal crows on the stone wall that surrounded the little urban estate using some gizmo that he'd gotten on the dark web. The cameras would replay the last 24 hours of footage over and over, so that anyone monitoring them would have no idea anything was amiss. Not that it was likely anyone was watching. The city had taken ownership of The Castle for back taxes in the 1970s. Like every other branch of government since the global financial meltdown last year, the city was broke, and spending had been cut to the bone.

Bruce swung the gates open. Hazel's other brother-in-law, Andrew, drove his SUV in. Bruce closed the gates and, reaching through the iron bars, snapped the padlock back into place so that no one would know it had been tampered with. Not that there was any traffic here. The Castle was surrounded by the fifteen story drop of the escarpment on one side and on the other three sides by an urban park that had been declared a nature sanctuary in the 1960s. The park's untouched forests spread for several miles in each direction. The single-lane road that led to The Castle was pot-holed and overrun with weeds growing through cracks in the decaying asphalt.

Shouldn't there be birds twittering with all those trees around? wondered Hazel. Or crickets? The silence was eerie.

Bruce got into the back seat beside his girlfriend Lisa. “Drive around the back, so that the SUV isn't visible from the road.”

Andrew drove to the parking lot behind The Castle. The city had added the parking lot when they'd turned the castle into a tourist site. It was empty now.

Bruce hopped out. The others followed. The minivan had been their home for the last three days, and it felt good to be able to stand up and stretch.

“I hope this place has running water,” said Christine, Hazel's older sister.

“And electricity” said Lisa. “My phone's dead.”

“We'll need to keep the lights off at night,” cautioned Matt. “Otherwise it will be obvious to anyone looking up from below the escarpment that someone's moved in.”

“We might be able to use the lights on the ground floor,” said Bruce. “The windows are covered with plywood.” Matt nodded in agreement.

Bruce started picking the back door's lock, then stepped back. “Fuck me, this thing's already unlocked!”

“Shit!” grumbled Christine. “Someone's already living here. We'll have to find somewhere else.”

“Like where, Christine? The emergency shelter the city set up in the stadium? A tent in a park? Another night in the SUV in a parking lot? Fuck that. The Castle's a big place. Whoever's in there is going to have to share.”

Bruce patted the ghost gun under his shirt. He'd been released from prison after serving just four years of a ten year bid for drug trafficking when the government pardoned all but the most dangerous offenders to cut costs. Matt and Hazel hadn't known about the illegal weapon when they'd taken him in, but Hazel was glad he had it now.

Bruce gently pushed the door open.

“Hello? Anybody home?”

Silence. Hazel's heart was hammering. Whoever was in there had managed to pick the front padlock and disable the security system, just as Bruce had done. Not a skill set law abiding citizens tended to have.

“Anybody here? We're not looking for trouble. We just need a place to sleep.”

It was so quiet Hazel could hear traffic noises from the streets below the escarpment.

“Maybe a maintenance guy forgot to lock up,” suggested Andrew.

“Maybe.” Bruce didn't sound convinced. He drew his gun and stepped inside. He called out again, louder than before. Matt followed. The two men were swallowed by the darkness inside the doorway. Bruce called out several more times.

“Looks like our new neighbors are a little shy,” said Bruce. “Or have gone out somewhere. Let's have a look around.”

Matt had been the first to lose his job in what had come to be called The Great Collapse. He'd been working as a network technician for a small bank. The financial crisis had gummed up the international banking system and wiped out many smaller banks and credit unions, including the one employing him.

That hadn't stopped Matt from taking in his younger brother Bruce when he'd been released from prison. Matt didn't approve of his brother's vocational and lifestyle choices. They'd grown up in the same dysfunctional household, with an alcoholic mother and an abusive father who'd been in and out of jail before being fatally shivved by another inmate. Bruce had followed in their father's footsteps. He wanted to join the Mob and live a life of adventure and wealth, like the gangsters in movies and on TV. Matt had joined the Army and availed himself of the training offered to become a computer network specialist. And then used those skills to land a good job when he'd returned to civilian life. Bruce loved to party. Matt didn't touch alcohol or drugs. Bruce looked like he belonged in a heavy metal band, with his long unkempt hair and innumerable tattoos. Matt looked like an off-duty cop. Despite their differences, the bond between the two brothers was unshakable.

Bruce started dating Lisa soon after he moved in with Matt. Lisa was only twenty two, seven years younger than Bruce, and a little ditzy. But she didn't touch hard drugs and at least seemed to have a work ethic, making her a big improvement over the skanks Bruce typically cavorted with. Bruce was talking of moving in with her when she was abruptly laid off from her job as a cashier. Bruce had persuaded Matt and Hazel to take her in. Hazel hadn't wanted to, but in the end had agreed. Bruce had been sleeping on the couch, but when Lisa joined the household Matt gave up his home office in the second bedroom for them.

Christine lost her job early in the crisis when the little art gallery where she worked went under. Her husband Andrew held onto his job longer, but the appliance manufacturer where he worked as an accountant went belly up several months later. The state's unemployment insurance plan had failed, and almost all of his and Christine's savings had been wiped out in the stock market crash or seized by their bank in a so-called “bail-in”. Three months later the same bank had foreclosed on their house because they couldn't pay the mortgage.

Matt and Hazel had taken Andrew and Christine in. They'd had to sleep on an air mattress on the living room floor. What they'd managed to save of their possessions had taken up much of the living room. Christine had had crying fits for weeks.

Hazel had been working as an executive assistant at a biotech startup, and her salary had kept the six of them afloat. The others all looked for work. Matt got occasional temp jobs as a security guard. Bruce did odd handyman and lawn maintenance jobs. Or so he said.  Hazel didn't question him too closely about the cash he randomly gave her and Matt to help with food and rent. Andrew, Christine and Lisa did their best to find work, but to no avail.

A venture capital deal Hazel's startup was counting on fell through, and suddenly Hazel found herself without a job too.

Four months later the six of them were living in Andrew's SUV.

It appeared that The Castle had been occupied by a small group of outlaw bikers. Three of the  four bedrooms on the second floor, including the master bedroom, were strewn with clothing that included leather vests that identified the wearers as members of a local motorcycle gang. Beer cans and half empty liquor bottles littered the rooms. A small baggie of white powder and a 9mm Hi-Point pistol lay on the night table of the master bedroom. A Stephen King paperback lay open and face-down on the night table in one of the smaller bedrooms, beside a lacy black bra. A black leather purse was on the floor beside it. A patina of dust covered everything. Two plates buried in mold sat on the kitchen table.

The bikers themselves were nowhere to be seen.

“Where did they go?” Christine wondered aloud. “Why did they leave their stuff? No woman is going to leave her purse behind like that.”

“And outlaw bikers would never leave their vests with their colors behind,” added Bruce.

“Their colors?” asked Andrew.

“The patches on the back of the vest with the name, logo and chapter of their club. It's a huge disgrace for a member of an outlaw motorcycle club to lose them.”

“I don't think they'd leave a gun behind either,” ventured Hazel. “Or a baggie of coke, or whatever that white stuff is.”

Bruce rifled through the abandoned purse. It had a bit of cash, a credit card, and ID that showed its owner was a 35 year old woman named Meredith Baker.

Matt had a bad feeling about this. He picked up the 9mm, verified that the safety was on, and tucked it in his waistband. “Bro, let's look around some more. Make sure there's no one else here.”

Bruce nodded. “Good idea. The rest of you wait here. We'll be back in a while.”

Negrescu Castle was build in the 1890s by a reclusive nobleman from Romania. Local legend had it that he was descended from Vlad the Impaler, the man believed by some to have been the inspiration for Bram Stoker's Dracula.

Negrescu died soon after the castle was completed. His three unmarried daughters had continued living in the castle for several years until they were slaughtered by a crazed stonemason who claimed they were vampires or succubi or some such nonsense. The mason had confessed to the murders, and been hung for them. The young women's bodies had never been found.

The Castle had changed hands numerous times since. Some of those who'd lived there had disappeared. Others had lost their minds. Still others abruptly moved out. It had sat vacant for years at a time. One former owner had sought permission to demolish it, but the city had declared it a heritage site.

Negrescu Castle had been featured in several books and videos about haunted houses. In the 1990s a team of videographers making a documentary about ghosts had gotten permission to stay in The Castle for a week. A cameraman had disappeared on the third night and the director himself had vanished two nights later. The rest of the team had fled. The police had scoured the building from attic to basement but found no trace of the missing men. The documentary was never completed.

The government had stopped giving tours in 2011 after several incidents in which tourists got separated from or snuck away from the tour group and vanished. The Castle had been boarded up since then. There had been rumors over the years of thrill seekers and amateur ghost hunters breaking in and disappearing without a trace.

Christine had always had a fascination with the mysterious and the supernatural, and was familiar with The Castle's unsavory reputation. She had suggested taking up residence there might not be the wisest idea. Andrew insisted that there had to be a logical explanation for all the disappearances. Matt and Hazel had been reluctant. Both were hard-headed realists who scoffed at psychics, demons and ghosts. But the sheer number of disappearances linked to the building was enough to make any sensible person think twice. Bruce just scoffed. “No fucking ghost is going to stop me from moving in.” Lisa giggled and wrapped her arms around her man, clearly pleased by his bravado and confidence.

They'd been sleeping in the SUV in a strip mall parking lot not far from where they used to live for the last three days. The lot was dotted with other displaced residents who preferred it to the emergency shelter the government had set up in the local football stadium, where robbery and sexual assault were rumored to be rampant. Or the homeless encampments that had sprung up in parks, vacant lots, and walking trails across the city. They'd been visiting a soup kitchen that served meals twice a day, and supplementing this with granola bars, fruit, and sandwiches purchased with their dwindling supply of cash. It was mid October, and the nights were getting cold. Everyone in Christine's group was highly motivated to put aside whatever qualms they had in order to get a roof over their head.

Christine couldn't shake the feeling that they were making a terrible mistake.

Bruce and Matt skipped the attic and the basement, both of which were locked from the outside.

They found the bikers' motorcycles in a garage attached to the west side of The Castle. The bikes, like all of the bikers' other stuff, were coated with dust and cobwebs.

“What do you think happened to them?” asked Bruce.

Matt thought about all the weird disappearances attributed to The Castle, then pushed them out of his mind. This is the twenty-first century. Ghosts and vampires aren't real.

“I don't know. They wouldn't have left willingly without their bikes and vests. If the cops found out they were squatting here and arrested them, they wouldn't have left the gun and the drugs behind. And if they had trouble with a rival gang, the other gang wouldn't have left the gun and the drugs behind either. I'm stumped.”

“Yeah, it makes no sense.”

The brothers walked in silence back to the master bedroom where the others waited.

“It's like the Mary Celeste,” said Christine. “The ship that was found floating in the Atlantic in the 1870s. The crew had vanished. A lifeboat was missing, but personal effects had been left behind. Or the Roanoke Colony in the late 1500s. Every single person in the colony vanished without a trace. Or the Inuit village by Lake Anjikuni in 1930. A trapper found it deserted with fires still burning and meals unfinished.”

“There has to be an explanation,” insisted Andrew. “People don't just vanish into thin air.”

They had moved down to the living room. Lisa had found a couple of frozen pizzas in a freezer and heated them up. Bruce and Lisa were passing a vodka bottle back and forth, and Andrew was drinking one of several tall cans of beer they'd found in the fridge. Hazel declined any booze, wanting to keep her wits about her. Christine wasn't much of a drinker, and Matt didn't drink at all.

“You think there's any chance the bikers will come back?” Hazel asked.

“I highly doubt it,” said Matt. “They've been gone for several months, from the looks of it. But we need to stay on guard. I'll sleep on one of the couches in the parlor near the back door tonight. If anyone tries to get in, I'll hear them. Hopefully we can work something out with them if they return.”

Despite the confidence he projected, Matt very much doubted the bikers would be open to sharing The Castle. If they did return, the most that could be hoped for was that they'd allow Matt's group to leave without violence. But from the mold on the plates and the dust in the rooms, it was obvious that the bikers had been gone for some time.

“I'll sleep down here with you,” volunteered Hazel.

“I'd rather you stayed upstairs with the others. Just to be safe.”

“I'll sleep downstairs too, bro. Just in case there's any trouble.”

Matt nodded. Bruce had made a lot of bad choices in his life, but there was no one Matt trusted more to watch his back if things got messy.

“The rest of you should sleep in the bedrooms on the third floor for now,” said Matt. “Leave the rooms the bikers used alone, just in case they return.”

No one objected.

“We'll stay here till we figure out what to do next,” Matt continued. “There's plenty of room, and we have electricity and running water. And the bikers stockpiled quite a bit of food. We're gonna get through this.”

Christine couldn't believe how good it felt to have a shower after three days of living in the SUV.  One of the building's former owners had converted a small bedroom into a luxurious washroom that even had a stacked washer and dryer. Christine felt her tension melting away beneath the hot water.

The rooms on the third floor had originally been the servants' quarters. They were a lot smaller than the big bedrooms on the second floor. The walls sloped inward on the exterior-facing side, which was the underside of the roof. Each room had a single dormer with a window and contained a narrow bed, a dresser, and a small table and chair. Though coated with dust, they did not look old enough to be the original furnishings from Negrescu's day. Christine guessed they had been put there by the city when they'd turned the place into a tourist attraction.

It had been weeks since Christine and Andrew had had a private space of their own. The narrow bed was barely wide enough for them to lie side by side, but neither complained. Once they were alone, they made love with an abandon reminiscent of the heady days when they'd been dating.

As they fell asleep in each other's arms, Christine felt happier than at any time since they'd lost their house. Her forebodings about The Castle were temporarily forgotten.

The girl was standing in the doorway of the bedroom.

She was tall and elegant, with long raven hair, flawless milky skin, and a delicate yet regal face. Andrew could see the outlines of her full breasts and the dark patch above her sex through the gossamer fabric of her long nightgown. Her vivid blue eyes gazed directly into his.

Andrew pulled himself into a sitting position. Christine was gone. Had she gotten up to get a snack?

The woman walked to the foot of the bed. Despite having had sex just hours earlier, Andrew felt himself harden as he watched her body sway under the semi-transparent gown. He opened his mouth to ask who she was and what she was doing in his room, but no sound came out.

The woman smiled. Her eyes held his like a cobra mesmerizing a mouse. Andrew sensed he was in grave danger. Yet all he could think of was how much he wanted this strange goddess of the night.

Andrew awoke with a start. He was flat on his back with Christine nestled against him, sound asleep. Moonlight streamed through the window, casting a rectangle of light over the quilt. The woman in the white gown was gone.

It had just been a dream.

Andrew's cock was almost painfully rigid. He resisted the urge to get himself off, not wanting to awaken Christine.

He stared at the ceiling and thought about the mysterious girl. It took him a long time to fall back asleep.


DAY 2

Christine was thrilled to discover a study with a library of floor-to-ceiling shelves at the back of the main floor of The Castle.

The books appeared to be those of the Negrescu family. All of them were from the 1800s and earlier. Christine was surprised that none of the various subsequent owners appeared to have altered the library in any way, not even to add more modern books of their own to the collection.

There were novels ranging from Great Expectations to Heart of Darkness. A thick anthology of Shakespeare's plays and sonnets. Dante's Divine Comedy. Scientific works like On the Origin of Species. Books of history, mathematics, and geography. A smattering of books in French and German along with a large number in a language that Christine guessed was Romanian, Negrescu's native tongue.

Christine picked out a dozen books that caught her fancy, including an illustrated copy of Alice in Wonderland. She curled up in an armchair and spent the next two hours happily following Alice down the rabbit hole.

“Want some help?”

Hazel had decided to do their laundry after breakfast. Including the sheets and blankets from their new beds on the third floor, which they had been too tired to bother with the previous night. Andrew was standing in the doorway of her and Matt's room as she gathered the first load for the washing machine.

“Sure, if you want to, that would be great.”

Lisa was still sleeping. Bruce and Matt had taken the SUV on a food bank run. Christine had ensconced herself in the library. She had considered asking Christine to help, and knew she would have if she'd asked, but had decided to let her be. Hazel was worried about her. She hadn't been the same since she and Andrew lost their house. She'd gotten thinner. She'd always been slender, which used to make Hazel envious as she herself struggled not to put on extra weight. But she was almost emaciated  now. She knew Andrew was worried too. But neither of them knew what to do about it.

“I hope Matt and Bruce get some milk or cream,” said Andrew as he helped Hazel with the blankets and sheets. “I'm not a big fan of black coffee.”

“I hope they get some fruits and veggies that are still in edible condition,” said Hazel. “And some fresh meat.” They had plenty of frozen and canned goods, but everything perishable that the bikers had left behind was no longer edible.

“Me too.” Fresh fruits and veggies were rare at the food banks. Milk, cream, and fresh meat even more so. But one could always hope.

“I want to tackle the kitchen after this.” Hazel had cleared the table of the plates with mold-covered sludge, but the fridge was full of spoiled food, and everything in the cupboards was coated with dust.

“I can help you with that,” offered Andrew.

Hazel was glad her sister had met Andrew. Christine did not have the best track record when it came to choosing lovers, but Andrew had been an exception. He was handsome, bright, and a genuinely nice guy.

“You don't have to,” said Hazel, smiling.

“It's fine. Gives me an excuse to put off looking at the online job boards. I haven't seen a new post for an accounting or bookkeeping job in weeks. Companies are so inundated with job seekers they don't bother advertising.”

“Tell me about it.” Hazel had all but resigned herself to the fact she was very unlikely to find another executive assistant job—or any other office job—any time soon.

“We'll pull out of this economic crisis sooner or later,” said Andrew, trying his best to be positive. “And in the meantime, at least now we have a roof over our heads.”

“Let's see what's in the basement,” suggested Matt. He and Bruce had gotten back from the food bank an hour ago.

“Sure.”

Bruce grabbed a beer from the fridge and cracked it open. Matt frowned.  It was barely past noon. Bruce had never drank during the day when they'd been living in the apartment.

Bruce picked the padlock on the basement door with ease. There was a light switch at the top of the staircase, but it didn't work. They used their phones as flashlights. Matt went first, his brother close behind. He resisted the temptation to pull out the 9mm.

The cellar's stone walls were lined with crates, trunks and furniture that Matt guessed had belonged to The Castle's original occupants. Cobwebs hung from the heavy wooden joists. In the middle of the cracked concrete floor was a biker's vest, a black T-shirt, ratty jeans, motorcycle boots, and boxer shorts. Right behind them were a rumpled miniskirt, tank top, ankle boots, thong, and purse. A handgun lay on the floor beside the clothing. Bruce picked it up, and saw that the clip had been emptied. He noticed several punctures in the boxes stacked against the far wall.

“This is weird,” said Matt.

“No shit.”

Bruce rifled through the clothing of the missing biker and his girlfriend. He found a wallet with cash and ID in a back pocket of the jeans. The biker's name had been John MacIver, and he'd been forty-seven years old. A patch on the front of his vest showed that he had been the club's sergeant-at-arms. Their enforcer. His gal's name was Mandy. She had only been nineteen.

Matt opened a couple of the trunks and several of the boxes. One trunk contained dresses, skirts and blouses that appeared to be from the era when The Castle had been built. Another contained men's wear from the same time period. The boxes held yellowed newspapers, receipts and other papers having to do with the mundane affairs of the house, handwritten letters, and even a leather bound notebook that appeared to be a young woman's journal. The letters and diary were in a language Matt was unfamiliar with, presumably Romanian. 

A startled rat shot out between two boxes and ran across the floor. Bruce shot at it and missed. The boom of the handgun was deafening in the enclosed space. The rat vanished behind a trunk under an old dining table.

“Fuck, bro, it's just a rat. No need to shoot.”

“I don't like rats.”

“Let's go back upstairs. I don't think there's anything more to see here.”

“Yeah.”

“Let's not mention this to the others. I don't want to freak them out.”

“I won't say anything.”

Bruce took another glug of beer. Matt held his tongue and led the way upstairs.


DAY 3

“I had a weird dream last night.” Christine was at the kitchen table with Hazel, sipping coffee. They had no milk or cream, but they'd found some sugar in a cupboard.

“A girl came into my room. She was so beautiful. So...so sexy. She had a perfect figure. Long black hair. Eyes that seemed to look right into your soul. I felt like I knew her, even though I'd never seen her before. I felt like...like I belonged to her. It felt so real. Nothing happened between us, but when I woke up my panties were wet.” Christine giggled. Before hooking up with Andrew, she'd dated both men and women.

“That's really weird,” Hazel said. “I had what sounds like the same dream. Except the girl had blonde hair. It kinda got me going too. And I'm not even into women.”

“Are you serious?”

“One hundred percent.”

Christine's sense of unease returned.

“There's something wrong with this place. All those disappearances. The bikers vanishing. And now these dreams. We should find somewhere else to live.”

“We've been over this before, Christine. We don't have anywhere to go. We'd be back to living in the SUV. Or the big emergency shelter in the stadium.”

“Maybe we'd be better off there.”

“Are you kidding? No thanks. I'll take my chances here.”

“Alright. Forget I said anything. We'll stay here.”

The conversation shifted to the cooling autumn weather and other mundane topics.

Lisa took another drag from her cigarette. She was in the parking lot at the back of The Castle. Matt would give her shit if he caught her here. He didn't want anyone outside in the daytime unless it was absolutely necessary. But no one was going to see her. There was no one around for miles.

She thought about the strange girl with the red hair and piercing green eyes who had visited her in her dream the night before. She'd been wearing a crimson ballgown. She hadn't said anything, but just stood in the doorway, watching her and smiling. She had never felt sexually attracted to another woman before, but had experienced a stirring in her loins.

Lisa was sorely tempted to have a drink. But it wasn't even lunchtime. They'd only been here three days—if you counted the night they'd arrived—and she was already bored. You could only watch so many movies and YouTube videos. Andrew, Christine, and Hazel had gone downtown to hit a couple of food banks after breakfast. Bruce had found the keys to one of the motorcycles, and had taken off somewhere on his own. He might be gone all day. One never knew with him. Matt had stayed behind to make sure no one else tried to take up residence in their new home, and was puttering around somewhere upstairs.

A breeze rustled the trees beyond the stone wall. The leaves were starting to turn. A crow cawed in the distance.

Lisa stubbed out her butt and went inside.

Bruce opened his eyes to see a young woman peering down at him.

He was lying on the couch where he'd slept the past three nights, helping his brother guard against the unlikely return of the bikers. Or whoever had taken out the bikers. Matt had been sleeping on another couch on the other side of the room. But Matt was no longer there.

The girl smiled. She had long, wavy auburn hair, vivacious green eyes, and flawless porcelain skin. She wore a short ivory nightgown that showed off her slender but voluptuous figure.

“Who the fuck are you? How did you get in here?” Bruce's eyes darted around, searching for any other intruders. There were none. The furniture looked different. A chandelier hung where a modern light fixture had been earlier. The plywood over the wide front window was gone, and moonlight bathed the parlor in a ghostly glow.

“I'm Charlotte.” The girl giggled. “I live here.”

Bruce rose to his feet. He was still wearing his jeans, but nothing else. The girl stepped back, giving him room to stand. She was so close her breasts were almost touching his bare chest. He felt himself getting hard.

Charlotte reached out and stroked his cheek. She ran her fingers through his long hair, then drew his head down to hers and kissed him hungrily. He had never felt so aroused by just a kiss.

He pulled her against himself.

She laughed.

And then she was gone.

Bruce woke up to find himself lying on the couch in pitch darkness. He could hear Matt snoring on the other side of the room.

He thought he heard Charlotte giggle from somewhere far away.


DAY 4

On the fourth day, they decided the odds of the bikers returning were negligible, and moved into the more spacious bedrooms on the second floor that had once housed the Negrescu family. They moved the bikers' possessions into the unoccupied fourth bedroom. Bruce claimed the master bedroom for himself and Lisa. No one argued.

Andrew and Christine's new room had a spacious four poster bed with a white canopy and bedcurtains, a plush armchair, an ornately carved kneehole desk and matching chair, and a capacious closet. Two windows provided a stunning view of the cityscape below the escarpment.

As they were getting ready for bed, a crow landed on the windowsill nearest Andrew. Andrew had never seen one so big before. It looked him in the eye and let out a single drawn-out caw, then turned dismissively and flew away. The encounter left Andrew mildly unsettled.

It's just a fucking bird. Nothing to get spooked by.

Andrew and Christine made love that night. As he entered his wife, Andrew remembered the sultry raven-haired beauty who had visited him in his sleep three nights earlier. He had been thinking about her a lot. As he fucked Christine, he imagined that his dark-haired visitor was underneath him.

He came harder than he had come in years.

“Wow, that was fast,” teased Christine. “Was it as good as it sounded?”

“Oh my God, yes.”

Andrew had already looked after Christine before he mounted her. He held her close, resting his head against her breasts.

“I love you,” Christine whispered.

“I love you too, baby.”

Andrew did love Christine with all his heart. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Yet again he found himself thinking about the mysterious woman in the white gown. He couldn't seem to get her out of his mind.

Christine ran her fingers through his hair. The last light of the day was streaming through the windows.

Andrew slowly drifted off to sleep.

The dark-haired girl came to Andrew again that night.

He woke to see her standing in the doorway. Christine was gone. He sat up as she stepped into the room.

Moonlight spilled through the windows, filling the room with a ghostly light. The furniture had changed. The bed was a little wider and about a foot higher off the floor. The canopy and bedcurtains were no longer white but a rich crimson. The kneehole desk and the armchair had vanished, replaced by a cheveret—a ladies' writing table—and a vanity with a tall oval mirror. The closet was open, and was filled with elegant dresses, blouses, and skirts from a bygone era.

The visitor's robe was shorter and looser than the one she had worn last time. It flowed like water over her sensuous curves. Her eyes locked on Andrew's, and she smiled.

Andrew knew he should be afraid, yet he felt calm. She walked to the foot board, then circled to stand beside him. He could see her breasts rise and fall with her breath, and the outline of her nipples through the thin fabric of her gown. He wanted her.

I belong to Christine, he reminded himself. The girl's smile widened.

“Who are you?” Andrew whispered.

“My name's Elizabeth.”

“How did you get in here?”

“This is my home. And this is my room. You belong to me now.”

“Wh—“

Elizabeth brought her lips to his. Her breasts brushed his arm and chest. He hesitated,  then yielded to her kiss. He knew it was wrong. Yet he couldn't pull away.

Her fingers slid through his hair and around the back of his head, holding him in place. Her kiss intensified. His hands moved to her hips as if they had a mind of their own. He lifted the hem of her nightgown.

Elizabeth broke the kiss.

“Not yet. Not tonight.” She stepped back, out of Andrew's reach.

Then she was gone.

Andrew awoke with a jolt. He was no longer sitting upright, but was flat on his back. Christine was lying against him. She stirred but did not awaken.

Andrew's cock was straining against his boxers. His need was unendurable. He walked to the bathroom at the end of the hall and quietly looked after himself.

As he tried to fall back asleep, he found himself hoping that Elizabeth would return. But he saw no more of her that night.


DAY 5

Christine blinked.

She'd gone to the library to get more novels to read. A new set of shelves had appeared beside the door. Christine was sure it hadn't been there yesterday. It was filled entirely with books about sorcery and the occult, from The Papyrus of Ani to The Discoverie of Witchcraft to a translation of the notorious eighteenth century black magic manual Clavis Inferni, or as it was known in English, The Key of Hell.

A leather-bound tome with an inverted pentacle and the words Forbidden Magick on the spine caught Christine's attention. Her heart sped up a little as she pulled it out and flipped through the pages. There were recipes for love potions. Spells for healing and protection. Curses to bring blight and death. Incantations for summoning spirits and demons and rituals for divining the future. Most of the spells  required things that one would not find in one's neighborhood occult shop. Hemlock and belladonna. Teeth from the mouth of an executed murderer.  Menstrual blood from a virgin.

A chapter on how to achieve earthly immortality contained several sheets of paper filled with cursive notes in a feminine hand. The book claimed that immortality could be obtained through a series of rituals spanning several months and soliciting the aid of a demon Christine had never heard of, despite a lifelong fascination with the paranormal.

Christine's belly growled. It was lunchtime. She wandered to the kitchen and got herself something to eat. She returned to the den. And nearly fainted.

The bookshelf with the occult books was gone.

The raven-haired lady was back.

Christine sat up and stared at her. Andrew was nowhere to be seen. That should have scared her, but it didn't seem to matter.

The room was the same, but the furniture was different. She intuited that the bedchamber was now as it had been in Negrescu's day.

The woman wore a silky emerald gown and matching velvet shoes. The dress hugged her slender body and voluptuous curves. She walked up to the bed, smiling. Christine's heart sped up.

“Wh-who are you?”

“I'm Elizabeth. This is my home. And you belong to me now.”

“What do you mean, I belong to you? I don't belong to anyone. I—“

“Shhhhhh.”

Elizabeth leaned in and kissed her on the lips. Christine felt herself melt. Elizabeth clambered onto the bed, straddling her thighs. She gently but firmly pushed Christine onto her back. The smaller woman didn't resist. Elizabeth kissed her again, more deeply. Christine felt giddy with excitement. She couldn't remember when she had last felt this aroused. She knew she should push this strange woman away and yell for Andrew. But she couldn't do it.

Elizabeth watched her and smiled knowingly. Her lips moved to Christine's throat, then down her chest. She caressed Christine's small, pert breasts and straining nipples through the oversized cotton T-shirt she was using as a nightgown. Christine purred.

Christine thought about Andrew. They'd been together three years, and she'd never cheated on him. Elizabeth moved lower, trailing slow, sensual kisses over Christine's belly and thighs. Christine moaned and squirmed, her husband forgotten.

Elizabeth slid Christine's panties off.  Christine arched her hips, helping her. Elizabeth planted a kiss on Christine's neatly trimmed mound. Christine whimpered. Elizabeth moved lower, hovering just above Christine's yearning cleft. Christine could feel the younger woman's hot breath on her skin.

“Please...please kiss me there...”

Elizabeth rose and gave her a wicked grin. She moved back up to Christine's mouth and gave her another long, breathtaking kiss.

“Not yet. Not tonight.”

“Yes, tonight! Right now! Please! Take me!”

Christine heard a distant laugh, tinkling like breaking crystal, as Elizabeth vanished. She awoke with a start. Andrew was beside her, softly snoring.

Christine slid her fingers under her sopping panties and quietly brought herself relief.


DAY 6

Matt froze when he saw the three portraits on the living room wall. The turbulent, rocky seascape that had been in their place was gone.

Each painting depicted a young woman from the bust up. A brunette, a blonde, and a redhead. All three were hauntingly beautiful. It was obvious they were sisters.

The blonde was the woman from the strange erotic dreams he'd been having. She'd told him her name was Anna. And that this was her house. The last time she'd come to him, she'd climbed onto his bed and straddled his hips, grinding against him through the blankets. Unfortunately he'd woken up before he could come.

These must be Negrescu's daughters, Matt concluded. But where did these paintings come from? They weren't here yesterday.

Bruce was in the shed fussing with the motorcycles. Matt sent him a text saying I need you to come see this.

His brother joined him ten minutes later. His jaw dropped when he stepped into the room.

“Holy shit, that girl—the redhead—she's been coming to me in my dreams...”

“Same...except that in my dreams it's the blonde.”

“Where did these paintings come from?”

“I have no idea.”

“Someone must have put them here. But who? And why?”

“Christine's right. There's something wrong with this place. Something—I don't know any other word for it—something evil. We need to start looking for another place to live.”

“Like hell we do. No one is gonna drive me out of here. We need to search this place top to bottom, and hunt down whoever did this.”

Matt helped Bruce search. They scoured the building from attic to basement. They unstacked and opened all the boxes and trunks in the cellar that were large enough to hold a man. They  checked the shed, the SUV, and the grounds inside and outside the stone walls.

Matt was not surprised when their search turned up no one. When they returned to the living room, the frothing seascape was back, and the portraits of Negrescu's daughters were gone.

Anna came to Matt again that night.

She was wearing a pink shift that barely reached her thighs. She walked up to the bed, pulled the blankets and bedsheet aside, yanked Matt's boxer shorts down.

Matt could hardly believe it. She was going to fuck him! His cock sprang to attention. She wrapped her fingers around it and kissed its tip. He almost shot his load in her face.

“Do you want me?” Anna whispered.

“Oh yes. God yes!”

“Will you give yourself to me?”

Matt nearly blurted out yes, but hesitated. He sensed danger in the question.

“What—what do you want from me?”

“Your complete and total submission. I want you to be mine. Forever.”

He wanted to be hers. To be with her forever. He thought about Hazel. An hour ago he would have died for her, but now she seemed like a memory from a previous life.

“I...I want you...so bad...”

“Tonight is not the night. But soon. Soon I will claim you as mine.”

She brought her mouth back down to his cock and wrapped her lips around it. She took it all the way in, something Hazel had never done. A gasp of pleasure escaped him.

Anna withdrew from his cock, straddled him on her hands and knees, and kissed him on the lips. Her heavy breasts brushed his chest. His aching cock bobbed in the air between her thighs.

“Please don't stop. Please! I'll do anything...”

Anna just smiled.

Then she was gone.

Matt woke to find himself beside his sleeping wife. He was feverish with need.

A faint laugh echoed somewhere far away.


DAY 7

“What's that grate in the floor?”

Bruce walked over to where Lisa was pointing. His gait was a little wobbly from the innumerable sips of whisky he'd consumed over the course of the day.

A trapdoor was set in the floor beside the outer wall. It consisted of a wooden frame with metal bars running along its length, like the door of a jail cell. It was secured in place by a thick metal bolt. Bruce shone the light from his phone into the darkness below. It penetrated no more than a few feet. He could see stone walls, but no bottom. A whiff of rotting carrion reached his nostrils, then was gone.

“Wow, I think this is an oubliette.”

“A what?”

“An oubliette. I saw one in a horror movie. In the Middle Ages, if someone pissed off the lord of the castle, they'd be thrown into a pit like this and left to slowly die.”

“Jesus.”

“I don't think they were usually found in bedrooms. The guy who built this castle must have been a real hardass. He'd have heard his victims screaming and begging for mercy at night while he was sleeping.”

“Psycho would be a better description than hardass.”

Bruce laughed. “True. I've met people like that, and psycho is a pretty good word for them.”

“This oubliette wasn't here yesterday. I'm nearly certain.”

“It had to be. Neither of us happened to notice it.”

“I suppose.” Lisa didn't sound convinced.

Bruce placed his hands on Lisa's shoulders and kissed her. The kiss started slow and gentle, then became hungry and possessive. He scooped her in his arms and carried her to the bed.

The oubliette was forgotten.

Charlotte was standing at the foot of the bed when Bruce opened his eyes. The sun had gone down several hours earlier. He felt the sheets beside him for Lisa, but she wasn't there.

Charlotte wasn't wearing a gown or a shift this time, but was dressed like a modern-day goth. She had knee high stockings with thick horizontal black and white stripes, a mini-skirt that barely reached her thighs, and a fishnet tank top with nothing underneath. Her red hair was bound in two long ponytails, one on each side of her head. She wore black lipstick and dark eyeliner. An inverted silver pentacle hung between her breasts.

Bruce had always wanted to fuck a goth girl. He propped himself on his elbows and grinned.

Charlotte peeled off her top and shimmied out of her miniskirt and panties. Bruce watched raptly as her lush body was exposed. She smiled, enjoying his lust.

She clambered onto the bed. She seemed taller than the last time he'd seen her. He reached out to cup one of her dangling breasts. She pushed him down on the bed and pinned his arms to the mattress. His eyes widened in surprise. She was stronger than she looked.

“You belong to me,” Charlotte proclaimed. “And we're doing this my way.”

Bruce was used to taking the lead with women. To being the dominant one. He had never had a woman aggressively move on him like this. He felt he should take control. Push this bitch onto the floor and fuck her senseless and teach her her place. But he felt a strange excitement as she took charge.

He expected her to pull down his shorts and fuck him. Or perhaps suck his cock. Instead she shuffled forward on her knees, so that she was straddling his head.

What the fuck?

Grinning, she lowered herself onto his face. His mouth was pressed into her hungry folds, his nose into her fiery red bush. He could have pushed her off. At least he thought he could. Yet he didn't.

“Please me, slave. Make your goddess come.”

Bruce moaned. His cock was straining against his shorts. He had never wanted to fuck a woman so badly. He pushed his tongue into her warmth. She gazed down at him with a smirk.

Bruce did his best to make Charlotte come. He pushed his tongue in as deep as he could and moved it around. Her thighs clenched his face. She thrust her hips, grinding herself against him. Her fingers squeezed her full breasts and stroked and tugged her nipples. Her intoxicating scent and taste flooded his senses. He nearly came in his underwear.

Charlotte gripped his hair and pounded his face. She tilted her head back and let out a long, guttural moan as she let go in his face. She remained sitting astride him for a minute or two, then stood up.

“Do me now! I need to fuck you!”

“Not tonight. It's not yet your time. But I will take you soon, I promise. And when I do, I will own you completely. For all eternity.”

“This isn't fair! You fucking bitch! I got you off. You owe me—“

Charlotte laughed in his face. And vanished.


DAY 8

Andrew's jaw dropped. The three paintings had not been there before. The woman in the one on the left was Elizabeth.

He stared at Elizabeth's portrait as if hypnotized. He was alone in the room. Christine was upstairs in the study, reading. Matt and Hazel had gone on a food run and Bruce and Lisa had disappeared for the afternoon on one of the motorcycles.

“Elizabeth,” he whispered. “It's you.”

He realized he was speaking out loud. And that he was talking to a painting. I'm losing my fucking mind!

He looked at the other two paintings. It was obvious that the three women were the Negrescu sisters. Elizabeth appeared to be the eldest. The blonde in the center seemed to be the middle sibling, and the redhead to the right the youngest.

Andrew forced himself to walk away. He stepped outside to clear his head.

When he returned, the paintings were gone.

“Come, join me. I want you to be my lover.”

Andrew's eyes shot open. Elizabeth's voice seemed to be coming from inside his brain. He looked around, but saw no sign of her. Christine was sound asleep beside him.

“Come downstairs, Andrew. It's time. I want you. I need you.”

Andrew got to his feet. Christine didn't stir. He was wearing only boxer shorts. I should put some clothes on, he thought.

“No. Come as you are.”

Andrew didn't know how, but he could tell that this time it was not a dream. Elizabeth was in the house. In the flesh.

And she wanted him. She wanted him to fuck her.

I can't do this. I can't cheat on Christine.

“Do not keep me waiting, my love. I yearn for you. I need to become one with you.”

Andrew stepped into the hall. He felt like he was in a trance. His heart was galloping. His cock was as hard as a baseball bat.

Don't do this, he implored himself. She's some sort of succubus. Or vampire.

Andrew descended the stairs to the main floor.

“I'm in the basement, my darling. I want you to come down here and take me on the floor. I want you to fuck me like an animal.”

Turn back, the rational part of his brain screamed. Turn back!

Andrew found the basement door. The padlock was gone. He could see the glow of candles below.

He began descending the wooden stairs.


DAY 9

Christine couldn't stop crying.

They'd split into two groups and scoured the building in search of Andrew. They'd checked the shed and the inside of the SUV and searched the grounds and even the surrounding woods. Bruce and Lisa had found his shorts and wedding ring on the floor of the basement. The biker clothes and empty handgun that had been there earlier were gone. Of Andrew himself there was no trace.

Bruce handed Christine a whisky bottle. She took a long swig and sputtered. The five of them had gathered in the living room.

“We should get out of here,” said Lisa. “It's starting to get dark. We should leave now.”

“I'm not going anywhere till we find Andrew!” Christine snapped. “The rest of you can go if you want. I'm going to stay and keep searching.”

“I'm not leaving my sister behind,” declared Hazel.

“You're all fucking crazy! We're all going to disappear like Andrew if we stay here. We're all going to die!”

“Andrew's not dead! How dare you say that!” Christine jumped to her feet and slapped Lisa savagely. Matt had never seen her act like this. Bruce grabbed her arms and pulled her away.

“Fuck you, you stupid bitch!” snarled Lisa.

“No one's going anywhere tonight,” said Bruce. “We'll take another look around in the morning. Matt sensed that Bruce knew as well as he did that they weren't going to find Andrew, and was saying this to placate Christine while he tried to figure out their next move.

Christine nodded. She took another hit from the bottle, and this time got the liquor down.

“I don't think anyone should sleep alone tonight,” said Hazel. “Christine, you can sleep in our room. The bed's big enough. I'll sleep in the middle.”

Christine nodded.

Bruce lit up a joint, inhaled, and passed it to Lisa. Lisa took a long drag. She didn't offer it to Matt, Hazel, or Christine, knowing all three eschewed drugs. She handed it back to Bruce.

Matt was in agreement with Lisa that they should leave this place. That staying would put them all at risk of vanishing like Andrew. But abandoning his wife was out of the question.

He wished Bruce had never suggested they move into The Castle.


DAY 10

The second search yielded nothing, as Matt expected. They extended their search deeper into the woods, but to no avail.

“He's not dead,” Christine insisted as they sat around the dining table that evening. Christine had barely touched her food. Lisa was zonked on beer and weed, and Bruce seemed to be trying to catch up to her.

“I know you all think he's dead, but he isn't,” Christine persisted. “I can feel it.”

No one responded. Christine said nothing more.

None of them had been visited by the Negrescu sisters the previous night. It scared Matt that a part of him was disappointed.

“I think we should all sleep in the same room tonight,” said Hazel. “For extra safety.”

“Naw, we'll be fine in our own rooms. Lisa has me to protect her, and you and Christine have Matt.”

Christine and Andrew were in the same bed, and it didn't stop Andrew from disappearing, thought Hazel. But she didn't argue.

Anna was standing in the doorway.

Hazel instinctively felt for Matt. He was gone. So was Christine.

The mysterious flaxen-haired blonde had visited Hazel twice before. The first time she had walked to the end of Hazel's bed and stood there silently watching her. The second time she had come over to stand beside Hazel. Hazel had asked who she was, and she'd told her her name. She'd stroked Hazel's cheek and hair, then vanished. Her touch had filled Hazel with a strange excitement.

Hazel watched as Anna stepped into the room and walked up to her. She knew she should get up and run. But she stayed in the bed. She felt hypnotized.

Anna clambered onto the bed and straddled Hazel's hips on her knees. She was wearing a lacy black shift that hugged her curvy body. Hazel felt a growing heat between her thighs. She had never been sexually attracted to another woman before.

“What are you?” Hazel whispered. “A ghost? A vampire? A demon?”

Anna didn't answer. She brought her face so close to Hazel's that Hazel could feel her warm breath. Her breasts brushed Hazel's. She could feel Anna's taut nipples through the gauzy chemise Anna was wearing and her own thin nightgown.

Hazel sensed that she was in mortal danger. Yet she didn't want Anna to stop. Anna's smile widened. She seemed to be reading Hazel's thoughts. She brought her mouth to Hazel's. Hazel's lips parted, letting her in. Anna's kiss was unlike anything Hazel had experienced before. She nearly swooned. Anna's fingers slid behind her head, holding her in place. Her kiss deepened. Hazel moaned. A wet spot was forming in her panties.

“You belong to me now,” Anna whispered.

Before Hazel could respond, she was gone.


DAY 11

How do you kill a succubus?

Hazel had little doubt now that Anna and her sisters were succubi. Female demons who seduced mortals and drained their life force. Or stole their souls. Whether this was something the young women had deliberately chosen with the aid of black magic or was something that had been done to them against their will, Hazel couldn't say. What she did know was that she had to find a way to stop them before it was too late.

Hazel and Christine had been raised nominally Christian, but their parents had not been particularly religious, and Hazel had grown up to become agnostic bordering on atheist. It was hard for her to accept that she was now dealing with flesh-and-blood demons. Yet how else could one explain all the missing people, the furniture and paintings that appeared and disappeared, and the nearly identical erotic dreams?

Hazel spent hours searching online for ways to banish or destroy a succubus.

The exorcism rites of the Catholic Rituale Romanum came up repeatedly. But this appeared to be for demonic possession, where someone's body was physically occupied by the demon. And it was supposed to be done by a Catholic priest.

Some fundamentalist Christians, Hazel learned, believed that any follower of Christ could expel demons. Jesus's disciples were said to have done so in the Bible by invoking His name. Holy water and crosses were claimed to be helpful. So was purifying oneself by refraining from sexual activity to make oneself less desirable to the succubus.

Pagan and pre-Christian practices offered their own solutions. Hazel learned that certain sigils, such as a pentacle drawn on one's door, could offer protection. Salt and iron were also reportedly beneficial. These could be laid in a circle around one's bed, forming a protective barrier. Burning incenses like sage and frankincense was also suggested.

She found a Wiccan ritual for banishing a malevolent entity which entailed drawing a circle, invoking the aid of pre-Christian deities like Hekate, and visualizing one's tormentor gone. And a Mesopotamian ceremony that consisted of sprinkling barley flour in a circle while reciting a short incantation over and over. One source claimed that one needed to master astral travel and to then fend off the demoness in the astral plane, but did not go into detail about how one was supposed to accomplish this.

That afternoon Hazel took the SUV and went shopping. Matt came with her.

Hazel visited a supermarket first, and got three boxes of salt. Then she went to a hardware store, where she bought two large boxes of one-inch finishing nails after getting assurance that they were made “mostly” of iron. Next she visited a pawn shop, where she purchased five crucifix necklaces, one for herself and one for each of her surviving companions.

All three of the stores had plywood over their windows and an iron barrier with vertical bars that looked like the door of a prison cell across their front entrance with a rectangular slot through which money could be passed in and goods passed out. It had been months since Hazel had seen a store that allowed customers inside because of the out-of-control shoplifting and armed robberies. If you wanted to shop in person, you had to place your order (and pay for it) at the front door and then wait for an employee to fetch it. The supermarket had uniformed security guards armed with handguns. The pawn shop was guarded by a grizzled man with an overflowing gut and a sawed-off shotgun.

They had to go downtown to reach the one brick-and-mortar occult shop that was still operating. Every time Hazel ventured into the city core, it looked worse. Tents and rubbish lined the sidewalks in front of boarded-up shops. A fentanyl-addled junkie shuffled through the sparse traffic, shirtless and barefoot, his body contorted like a zombie. Beggars aggressively accosted them at intersections. A couple of them tried to block their vehicle, but backed down when they saw Matt's gun.

A woman in a black dress, black choker, and ankh necklace served them at the occult shop. As with the other stores, Hazel had to place her order at the front and wait for the items to be retrieved. She bought sage and frankincense, two brass incense burners, and some chalk.

The afternoon's purchases depleted almost all of their remaining cash. She could tell Matt was uncomfortable about that, but he didn't try to stop her.

On their way home, they stopped at a Catholic cathedral. Hazel had a vague idea that sometimes holy water could be found in a basin atop a pedestal at the front of the altar, she supposed for baptisms. She was not surprised to find that the church doors were padlocked and that a tall security fence had been erected around the grounds to keep the homeless out.

Hazel persuaded each of her companions to wear one of the crucifixes. No one refused. Bruce looked bemused as he fastened the necklace around his throat. Lisa looked scared. Christine had the thousand-yard stare of a shell-shocked soldier as her sister put hers on for her. She'd barely said a word since they'd given up the search for Andrew.

Hazel poured a thick line of salt around the bed she now shared with Matt and Christine, then did the same in Bruce and Lisa's room. She poured the little nails over the salt. She lit an incense burner in each room and drew a chalk pentacle on the outside of the doors.

It was Matt's turn to make dinner that night. Their supplies were dwindling, and tonight it was food bank pasta and tomato sauce, without any meat or cheese. Bruce and Lisa passed a bottle of Jack Daniels back and forth as they ate. Christine didn't even touch her food.

As the sun sank below the horizon, Hazel prayed for the first time since she was a child.

“Lisa...”

Lisa's eyes popped open. Bruce was beside her, sleeping like the dead. She recognized Charlotte's voice, but couldn't see her.

“Charlotte?”

Lisa felt a strange excitement grip her. The strange girl with the pale skin, auburn hair and penetrating green eyes had visited her dreams three times since they'd taken up residence in The Castle. The first time she'd just stood in the doorway, smiling. The second time she'd given Lisa a deep, lingering kiss that would have made her knees buckle if she'd been standing. The third time she'd gone down on Lisa and given her one of the most spectacular orgasms she'd ever experienced.

Lisa had never been drawn to another woman before. But she hadn't been able to get Charlotte out of her mind. Though they had barely spoken, Lisa knew—she didn't know how—that Charlotte wanted her for more than just her body. That she desired her for who she was inside. She adored Bruce, but deep down she knew that he would ultimately tire of her and cheat or leave. It had happened again and again.

“Yes, my beloved. It's me.”

My beloved. No one had ever called Lisa that before. She giggled like a schoolgirl, then blushed.

“Where are you?”

“I'm in here, my love. Come join me.”

Charlotte's voice was coming from the oubliette.

A voice in the back of Lisa's mind screamed at her not to do it. To run away.

Instead she got up, stepped over the circle of salt and iron that Hazel had laid down, and walked to the oubliette. The wooden floor was cold under her bare feet. She knelt, slid aside the bolt that secured the trapdoor, and opened it. She could see the first two or three feet of the oubliette's stone walls in the moonlight spilling through the window, but nothing more.

“Join me, Lisa. I need you. I want you with me forever.”

Lisa felt like she was under a spell. She knew this was crazy. That her life—and possibly her soul—was in danger. But she wanted Charlotte. She wanted to be taken and claimed by her. To be loved by her. More than she'd ever wanted anything in her life.

Lisa lowered herself into the hole, scrabbling to find purchase with her toes in the mortar-filled gaps between the stones.

“That's it, my darling. Come to me.”

Lisa couldn't see the lower half of her body as she eased herself into the pit. But it didn't matter. Charlotte was waiting down there. She continued her descent, using the gaps in the rock walls as finger and toe holds. Her muscles protested. Her left foot slipped on some crumbling mortar, nearly sending her tumbling.

“You're doing wonderful, my beloved. You're almost here.”

Lisa kept going. Her head dipped below the bedroom floor. She felt Charlotte's hands on her calves. And then Charlotte's lips on her thigh. A wave of pleasure surged through her.

Charlotte wrapped her arms around her legs and lowered her to the floor. The slender redhead was stronger than she looked. Lisa's eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness. The oubliette widened out below, but not enough to let a prisoner even lie down. Bones and bits of rotting cloth were strewn about the rough floor. A scent of ancient decay hung in the air.

The sound of grating metal drew Lisa's attention upward. Anna had closed the trapdoor and was sliding the bolt back into place.

Charlotte's eyes glowed with demonic glee.

Lisa realized she had just made a terrible mistake.


DAY 12

Hazel thought that her defensive measures had worked. She'd slept through the night without incident. Matt and Christine both confirmed that they had also been free of any supernatural visitations.

Then she heard Bruce freaking out in the master bedroom.

Bruce didn't know what made him look in the oubliette. He uttered a curse as the police-grade flashlight he'd picked up on a recent run caught the lacy scarlet thong and pink crop top Lisa had worn to bed at the bottom of the pit. He could also see very old-looking bones and rags.

Bruce and Matt found a ladder in the shed, and Bruce climbed into the pit with the flashlight. From the number of bones, he guessed about a dozen lives had ended in this dank, narrow hellhole. He saw the silver crucifix Hazel had given Lisa the previous day.

“She's not here,” he called up to his brother. “She has to be somewhere else in The Castle. Or at least nearby.”

The survivors once again searched the ancient house, calling out Lisa's name as they went. Matt was not at all surprised when they found no further trace of her. Her phone and purse were still on the night stand.

“I'm going to check the woods. She has to be somewhere.”

Matt knew they were not going to find Lisa, but didn't have the heart to say it.

“Christine, why don't you search with Bruce. I'll hunt with Hazel.”

“I'll search alone. I can cover more ground by myself.”

“That's not a good idea, bro.”

“I can look after myself. Call me on my cell if you find anything. I'll do the same.”

Bruce opened the front gate and stalked into the woods. The sun was slightly past its noon zenith. A late October chill hung in the air.

Matt sighed as he watched his brother disappear among the trees.

“Bruce, it's getting dark. Where are you?”

Matt had been calling his brother every half hour to make sure he was safe. Bruce seemed annoyed by what he saw as Matt's excessive caution.

“I'm about a mile south of The Castle. I thought I saw someone up ahead, but I can't see them now.”

The skin on Matt's nape prickled.

“Bro, you shouldn't be out there alone. Hazel and Christine are making dinner. We can look more tomorrow.”

“I'm not quitting until I find Lisa.”

“I think you'd better come back. It's not safe out there.”

“Matt, I don't know if you've noticed, but it's not safe inside that fucking castle either. As soon as I find Lisa, we're getting outta here. We're leaving tonight.”

Matt knew there was nothing he could say that would change his brother's mind.

“Watch yourself, Bruce. Stay alert.”

“I will, brother. I'll be back soon. Leave some food for me.”

“Fuck, he's still not answering.”

It was an hour past nightfall. And an hour since Matt had last talked to his brother.

“I'm gonna go find him.”

“Are you fucking crazy?”

“He's my brother, Hazel. I can't just leave him out there.”

“How do you think you're gonna find him out there in the dark? The nature preserve extends for miles in every direction.”

“He said he was a mile south of The Castle. I'll ring his cell every few minutes. I'll hear it ringing and follow the sound.”

Hazel had to admit it wasn't a bad idea. But she feared that if Matt went out there, she would never see him again.

“I'll be back, babe. I promise.”

The ex-soldier kissed his wife, then disappeared among the trees that had taken his brother.

“I found his phone.”

Hazel jumped up and wrapped her legs around Matt as he walked through the gate. He kissed her long and hard.

“I found his clothes too. His T-shirt was at the top of a tree, waving in the wind like a flag. Or a taunt. His gun was lying on the ground at the base of the tree. There was no sign of his body. Not even a bloodstain.”

Matt knew he was not going to see his brother again. He felt numb. Real grief would hit later, when the initial shock wore off.

“We need to get the fuck out of this place. Like right now. Tonight.”

Matt felt a weird dismay at the thought of leaving. If he left, he knew that he would never see Anna again. That he would never get to claim her as his lover. Anna's not real, his rational mind insisted. You need to forget about her and protect yourself and Hazel.

“I'm not going,” said Christine. “I'm not leaving without Andrew. The two of you can go. The two of you should go. But I'm staying.”

“Christine,” Hazel said softly. “Andrew's gone. He's not coming back.”

“Don't you dare fucking say that! Andrew's alive! I know he is.”

Christine burst into tears and walked away.

“I can't leave her here,” whispered Hazel. “Give her another day or two to come to her senses. Then we can all leave together.”

Matt frowned, but nodded. To his horror, he felt relief they weren't going, because it meant that he might see Anna again.

Anna returned that night.

She was standing at the foot of the bed when Hazel opened her eyes, untroubled by the pentacle chalked on the door and the circle of salt and iron surrounding the bed.

Hazel held out her crucifix.

“In the name of most holy Jesus, begone.”

Anna laughed. It was a booming, hearty laugh that nearly doubled her over. She walked around the bed and looked Hazel in the eye.

“What makes you think I fear the Christian god?”

Hazel had no answer.

Anna took the crucifix from Hazel's fingers and licked it as if it was a cock. Then she stroked Hazel's cheek.

“Do you really want me to leave, Hazel? I will, if that's what you truly want.”

Hazel opened her mouth to command her to go, but no words came out. She didn't really want Anna to leave.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Anna grinned.

“Get up, mortal. Get on your knees.”

“Wha—?“

Anna stepped back, making space for Hazel.

“If you want me, you must bow before me.”

“I—I—“

Anna drew her silky nightgown over her head and let it flutter to the floor. Her perfect body took Hazel's breath away. She had never been so physically attracted to another person.

Except this bitch isn't really a person.

Anna laughed.

“Don't keep me waiting, mortal.”

Unable to believe what she was doing, Hazel swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. Anna was half a head taller than her. Hazel's heart raced as Anna stepped closer.

No! Don't do this! Tell her to go. And to never come back!

Hazel sank to her knees. Anna's pink flesh was so close to her face that she could feel the heat radiating from it. She was getting wet at the thought of tasting this daunting angel of the night. Anna gazed down at her, smiling.

“Convince me you're worthy of being claimed by me.”

Worthy of being claimed by me? Who the fuck does this bitch think she is!

Anna laughed.

“Would you rather I go?”

Hazel brought her lips to Anna's cleft. The tall demoness purred and cupped the back of her head, caressing her hair and simultaneously holding her in place. Hazel slid her tongue into Anna's warmth. The desire between Hazel's thighs felt like a volcano building toward an eruption. She reached down to touch herself.

“No. Don't do that. Tonight all your attention must be on me.”

Hazel whimpered but withdrew her hand. She cupped Anna's ass and squeezed, eliciting an approving moan. She found Anna's swollen nub and sucked it between her lips.

Anna exploded in her face.

And then vanished.

Hazel opened her eyes to find herself lying on her back between her husband and her sister. A wet stain had spread on the sheet beneath her.


DAY 15

Three days had passed without any further visits from the sisters. Hazel tried to tell herself she was glad, but she knew it was a lie. She wanted to see Anna. To serve her again.

She knew that they needed to leave this place. That they would perish if they stayed. Or at least that they would vanish from the mortal realm. But she couldn't bring herself to abandon her sister.

At least, that was what she told herself.

They were running out of food, yet none of them seemed to have the initiative or energy for a food run. Christine had become completely reclusive and was spending all of her time in the study. Matt had become uncharacteristically surly and evasive. Hazel knew that both of them were yearning to see their nocturnal lovers, just as she was. None of them seemed able to snap out of the spell they had fallen under.

On the third night, Anna returned. And took Matt with her.

“Come to me, Matt. It's time.”

Matt's eyes popped open. He propped himself on his elbows and scanned the dimly lit room, but couldn't see Anna.

“I'm upstairs, my lover. I'm in the attic.” The words were not spoken aloud, but materialized directly inside his head.

Hazel was sound asleep beside him, and Christine was sleeping beside her. Neither stirred as he got to his feet. He sensed that this wasn't a dream. That he was about to meet Anna in the flesh.

“I can't wait to have you inside me. I need you soooo bad.”

Matt stepped into the hall. There was barely any light in the narrow corridor, yet he could see fine. He ascended the stairs to the third floor. He'd left the ladder under the hatch that led to the crawlspace attic when they'd searched for Lisa.

Get out of here! screamed the part of his brain that was still sane. Grab Hazel and Christine and get them to the SUV. Drag them if you have to. And then get the fuck out of here. It's not too late to save yourselves.

Matt ascended the ladder.

“We need to go, Christine. If we stay, we're going to die. Just like Andrew and Matt and Bruce and Lisa.”

Hazel had searched the house, even though she knew it was futile. She'd found Matt's undershorts and wedding ring in the attic.

“They're not dead.” Christine said softly. Her voice had taken on a sing-song quality, like a child's. “Charlotte came to me last night. She told me that if I wait just a little longer, I'll get to see Andrew again. She said she'd bring me to him tonight. She promised.”

“What makes you think she's telling the truth?”

“I can feel it.”

Hazel let out an exasperated sigh. She was tempted to just take the minivan and drive away on her own.

“Please, Hazel. Stay with me for just one more night. If Charlotte doesn't bring Andrew tonight, we'll leave together in the morning. And never come back. I promise.”

“Alright, Christine. One more night.”

“I'm here, Christine. Just like I promised. Are you ready to rejoin Andrew?”

Charlotte was standing beside the bed, holding out her hand. Hazel had tried to stay awake all night to avoid being taken in her sleep, but as dawn neared exhaustion had vanquished her, and she had fallen into a coma-like slumber.

Christine kissed her sister on the forehead.

“You'll see her again soon,” Charlotte promised. “Follow me.”

Charlotte took Christine's hand and led her away.

It was almost noon when Hazel woke with a jolt. Christine was gone.

“Chrissie?” she called.

Silence.

“CHRISTINE!”

The distant caw of a crow was her only reply.

Hazel burst into tears. She knew intellectually that Christine could have woken before her and be somewhere out of earshot. But in her heart she knew she was gone. Grief for Christine, Matt, and everyone and everything else she'd lost engulfed her. It was a long time before she pulled herself together.

Though she was sure Christine was lost, she had to at least make an effort to find her. She searched The Castle and the surrounding grounds. She was trembling as she descended into the basement and climbed into the attic. She brought the 9mm with her. Matt had shown her how to use it. It hadn't saved Matt, Bruce, or the bikers. But she figured in a worst case scenario she could use it on herself. She had a feeling that death at her own hand might be better than being taken by these she- devils.

Her grief at losing both Matt and Christine had shaken her out of the spell she'd been under. She knew she had to be far away from this place before nightfall if she wanted to see another dawn. She packed her belongings and their remaining food into the SUV. The sun was touching the treeline when she was at last ready to leave. She wasn't worried. It would just take her ten minutes to reach the edge of the nature preserve that surrounded The Castle. Just ten minutes.

Hazel slid the key into the ignition.

The minivan sputtered and died.

Fuck! This can't be happening!

She tried again. Nothing. The keys to the motorcycles were still in Bruce's pants somewhere out in the woods, and she had no clue how to ride a motorcycle.

I'm going to have to walk.

Hazel grabbed the duffel bag into which she'd packed her most important possessions, loaded up a canvas shopping bag with food, and set out on foot.

She walked along the single-lane road that had brought them to The Castle. What had been a short drive in the SUV was a lot longer without a vehicle. The forest was utterly silent. The sun dipped below the trees, sinking the path into an unsettling twilight. The days were growing short, and it felt like the darkness was falling faster than normal.

A raven cawed. Hazel quickened her pace. She estimated that it was only another mile or two before she was out of the nature preserve. A half hour's walk. She was more than halfway there. You've got this, girl. Keep moving.

A flicker of white among the trees at the periphery of her vision caught Hazel's eye. She turned, but it was gone.

A cold sweat broke out all over her body. Her heart was hammering so fast she felt light-headed. She dropped the canvas shopping bag. And then tossed the duffel bag down too. She started to run.

Elizabeth appeared in the road ahead of her. She was wearing a crimson ballgown with matching stockings and low-heeled pumps. She smiled as if spotting an old friend.

“There's no point resisting, Hazel. You belong with us. You belong to us. Come to me.” The words were not spoken aloud, but projected into Hazel's mind.

“No! Fuck you! Leave me alone!”

She turned and ran into the woods. She saw Charlotte between a pair of towering oak trees. She was wearing a freaky goth girl outfit. She turned to see Elizabeth following her into the woods. She heard a merry laugh to her left, and saw Anna walking toward her through the trees. Anna was wearing a lacy white nightgown. She seemed untroubled by the pebbles and twigs beneath her bare feet.

“Please. Leave me alone!”

The sisters got closer. Surrounded on three sides, Hazel plunged through the trees to her right. She knew she was moving back toward The Castle, but she didn't have much choice. Her shins started to hurt, and she was getting short of breath. She stumbled to her knees, but immediately got back up and kept running.

She saw Anna among the trees ahead. How did she get from behind me to in front of me?

Hazel turned to see Elizabeth and Charlotte closing in. She remembered the biker's handgun. She fired a warning shot. The gunshot cracked the air and ruffled the foliage overhead. The three sisters kept coming. She leveled the weapon at Anna, who was closest, and emptied the rest of the clip into her. The bullets splintered the tree behind her. Anna grinned as if at an amusing jest.

Hazel realized with horror that she had neglected to save a bullet for herself.

“Come play with us,” crooned Anna.

Hazel screamed.

















Scarlett Thomas Wolfe's story


I, Sir Richard Broderick Charles Claremont the Sixth, the 18th Earl of Rodenham, 9th Duke of Cheshire, etc etc etc, was on the cusp a breakthrough.

I had recently inherited the family castle from my uncle. My sister Beatrice had of course been bypassed in the will, being a female, as is only right. The estate has been in my family since the Tudors ruled, and we have served the Royal Family faithfully since. Unfortunately the castle and grounds were in desperate need of refurbishing and repair. And the inheritance and property taxes were outrageous. I didn't have sufficient funds to cover all of these expenses. My ability to hang onto the property was in jeopardy.

I had enlisted the help of a few trusted family members to help me find a solution. My sister Beatrice had made some fruitful suggestions. She's very clever for a girl.

Bea had proposed that we share parts of our estate with the public. Open it for guided tours. Perhaps hold a fete of two on the grounds. And rent part of the stables to local equestrians. Things that wouldn't lower the value of the estate or encourage the wrong type of people. She had also suggested we sell of some of the less wanted pieces from the family collection of art and antiques.

Beatrice and I were waiting on a scholar from one of the country's top universities to appraise the collection. I was standing at a window overlooking our lawn, waiting for the scholar to arrive, when I saw a most hideous creature walking in our direction.

She was nothing close to our standards. She was wearing black combat boots with black trousers tucked into them, a white t-shirt, a bright red leather jacket, and a red beret. Her hair was the color of coal. It shone in the morning sun, and showed no sign of lightening as she got nearer. And oh, good Lord, she was chewing bubble gum! I witnessed it with my own eyes—she blew a bubble! What was she doing here? Who had conjured this foul beast?

I turned to leave the room and was surprised to find my sister watching the same scene but standing slightly behind me. I had not heard her enter the room.

“Ah, I see that Dr. Bryan has arrived. How very timely of her.” She turned to go downstairs.

“Doctor?” I stammered, following her. “Did you say doctor? Do you mean to tell me that, that creature is a doctor? Are you ill, dear sister? Should I call Dr. Jenkins from the village? Certainly he is better suited to your needs than she is.”

My sister turned to face me. She laughed in a most undignified manner, clutching her sides.

“Oh, dear brother, that 'creature', as you call her, isn't here for me. But she is exactly what you need, to be sure. Do come and meet her, won't you?”

She resumed her descent down the stairs without waiting for a reply.

What I need? Who is my sister to determine what I need? I certainly have no need of this so-called doctor. But good manners dictate that I must go meet our guest. Then I can dismiss her from the grounds.

I made my way to the entry hall and found that my sister had invited her in without even waiting for the butler to answer the door, as proper decorum called for. The visitor placed her backpack on the polished stone floor and made herself at home. I raised myself to my full height by stiffening my spine and extended a hand in greeting while looking down my nose at her. She accepted the offered hand and shook it.

When she offered me her name, Dr. Pixie Bryan, I realized from her accent that she was American. Her name may have screamed Irish, but she was definitely a colonist. What was my sister thinking?

“I am Sir Richard Claremont, the 18th Earl of Rodenham. My family have resided here since the Tudors.” I wanted to put the newcomer in her place.

“Well, Sir Dick, my family has been in Ireland since the time of the fairies, but I won't hold you being a newcomer to the Isles against you.”

I was flabbergasted. I released her hand and turned to my sister. Bea had covered her mouth with her hand in an poor attempt to stop herself from laughing out loud. She has always thrived on my humiliation. She is the eldest, but because she is a woman she was unable to inherit the title and the castle. I can only assume that was the reason she was attempting to humiliate me.

“I regret to inform you that my sister has wasted your time, Dr Bryan. I already have a perfectly competent physician.” I wanted to get this uncouth doctor out of my hall and off my estate.

“Dr Bryan isn't that kind of doctor, Richard. She has a PhD.” She explained that our visitor was the expert on period furniture and art who would be appraising our collection.

The educated, I find, can be rather boring. I had of course attended a top university and had a Master's degree in business, making me well qualified to look after the affairs of the castle. But you will not find me studying such boring subjects as architecture, furniture, or history. Can you imagine such a thing?

But in this instance my sister was correct. I did have need of an expert in such disciplines.

Beatrice escorted Dr Bryan to a sitting room, then dashed off to the kitchen to arrange a tea for us. I assumed that the American would drink coffee, but was corrected and informed that she preferred tea. And that she took it in the traditional English fashion with milk and sugar. At least there was that.

While we waited for Bea to return with the tea, I made an attempt at small talk. Despite my distaste for pointless chatter, I did find a need for it in situations such as these.

Dr Bryan told me that her father decided to name her Pixie “in a fit of family nostalgia”.  She explained “He had done a lot of research into our family's genealogy. Some members of the family, back beyond time and reckoning, believed that a member or two of the family had actually been fey. The name he picked for me was intended both to keep in touch with the old country's roots and to pay tribute to my unusual heritage and bring the luck of the aos si back into the family. I will say that it does lend a certain humor to my life when I am trying to present myself for my PhDs and I am announced as Pixie Bryan. Dr. Pixie is just a tad better. The fey element in the US isn't strong but I must admit to feeling a certain energy, if you will, here. Odd, don't you think?”

I was beyond bored by this time and was relieved to see the tea tray come through the door. Fey, indeed. What twattle!

Beatrice and the professor started right into the conversation on what Beatrice thought was needed to help us right the castle's finances. Dr. Bryan agreed to look at some pieces of furniture we had questions about first. To my surprise, she mentioned to Beatrice that she had already done a bit of research into our family background.

“The university where I'm currently teaching has some remarkable historical archives on the aristocracy.”

“Oh?” I sneered. “I attended the most respected university in Britain. In other words, the foremost university in the world. I wasn't aware that they had such resources at your school.” This woman needed to be informed of whom she was dealing.

“My good man, for your information, I completed my second PhD at your alma mater after finishing my first PhD in the States.” She tilted her head slightly and gave me a playful smile. “Any more questions, Sir Dick?"

“I am Sir Richard, not Sir Dick. If you don't mind.”

“Sorry Richard, but with your current attitude, you will always be a Dick in my eyes.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

My sister, who had just raised her cup to her lips, spit her tea halfway across the room in a fit of uncontrolled laughter. I rose to my feet and left the room. They could have at each other. I was  unwilling to tolerate such insulting behavior.

What seemed like hours later, I came across Beatrice and Dr. Bryan in one of the older, unused parts of the manor. They were in a bedroom examining a rather unusual piece of furniture. I stepped into the room, wanting to find out about this item and it's value.

“Can you tell me what this is exactly?” Beatrice asked Dr Bryan as I joined them. “I am quite familiar with most pieces in the room, but this one has me baffled.”

“Oh I know exactly what this is. I'm not surprised that you don't. It's a spanking stand.”

“A what?” I asked. I was every bit as confused as a proper English gentleman should be.

“A spanking stand. And a very good quality one, I might add. The artisan who made this was quite sought after. He custom made furniture for aristocrats and royalty across Europe in the late 1700s. I've never known him to have made anything like this, though. It's a true rarity. This could easily be worth twenty thousand pounds. Possibly more.”

Dr Bryan gave me an impish look.

“Which reminds me, I learned in my earlier research that a distant relative of yours, a Lady Catherine, was a student of the Marquis De Sade. She actually studied with him for a brief time when she lived in France. She may have had this piece made for herself while she was there.”

Beatrice and I stared at Dr Bryan in shock. She can't possibly be serious! My face reddened.

“Do you mean to tell me that a relative of mine allowed herself to be bent over that piece of furniture and spanked?” The very thought filled me with shame.

“No, you misunderstood me. Lady Catherine didn't allow herself to be spanked. She did the spanking. A spanking bench owned by a male would not be covered in silk brocade. She was a student of the Marquis, not a subject. My research suggests that she remained unmarried and made her residence here at the castle in the family's attempt to keep her away from prying eyes. She is rumored to have had control over several very prominent members of the nobility.”

I was aghast. Beatrice, on the other hand, seemed intrigued—indeed amused—by the discovery of this long lost relative. I found myself at a loss for words. I could tell from the look in Dr. Bryan's eyes that she knew more than she let on. That she sensed something beneath the surface of my indignation and mortification that I myself was unable or unwilling to acknowledge, even to myself, at the time. Perhaps there was something to her being fey after all.

We discussed selling the spanking bench. I didn't want it around when I opened the castle for public tours. We agreed to look for more such pieces. Beatrice proposed that we look in the dungeon. The professor's eyes danced. But she suggested we finish searching Lady Catherine's room first. She was sure there would be a hidden panel somewhere that would open to Lady Catherine's hidden torture chamber. She looked oddly delighted at the prospect.

Beatrice excused herself to inform the cook that Dr. Bryan would be staying for tea and possibly dinner. She made us promise that if we found a hidden chamber we wouldn't explore it without her. Once she left, Dr Bryan searched for a hidden trigger or switch. I lack imagination for such things, so I just sat on the bed and watched.

“Do you really think that piece is worth that much?” I asked.

“Yes. For the right collector it could even fetch more. If I can confirm that it was made for a disciple of de Sade, it could sell for a lot more. I don't think fifty thousand pounds at auction is outside the realm of possibility. Maybe even more.”

I almost fainted. I started to feel aroused as I thought about finding more items like the spanking stand. The professor turned to me with a knowing look on her face. I didn't yet know what she already knew.

As Beatrice returned, the professor did something to a panel and a wall opened. Bea and I waited for her to enter first. She gasped and turned back to face us. She didn't have time to warn us before we saw for ourselves.

The room contained various outdated but still functional-looking torture devices. There was a rack, a St. Andrew's cross, a pillory, shackles hanging from the ceiling, and a few things whose purpose I was afraid to guess at. There also was a peg board with various whips and other implements on one wall.

Beatrice and I just stood there, gobsmacked. I swallowed hard. I was disgusted, of course. Yet also weirdly aroused. The professor gave me another knowing look that made me feel like she was reading my mind. I looked away, embarrassed. I was shocked by my unexpected excitement. I had never thought about this sort of thing before, and now I was surrounded by it.

“Well now, what an interesting family tree you two turned out to have. I should have spent more time studying the titled gentry. It's definitely more interesting than furniture.” The professor was clearly making an effort at humor, but the attempt was lacking.

My eyes wandered over the torture instruments. The thought of a woman strapping someone to the rack and stretching him until he agreed to perform sexually for her was both horrible and energizing. How far would the woman go if the man didn't cooperate?  What would he be willing to do to make her stop?

An unfamiliar voice entered my thoughts as the professor's eye once more caught mine. You have only to ask, it said.

Then it was gone.

We left the secret chamber and went to clean up for tea. The professor was provided with a room in the family wing of the house. It was down the hall opposite from my own and Beatrice's private suites. We agreed to meet for tea in forty minutes, giving each of us enough time to remove all of the dust and cobwebs from our persons.

My thoughts returned to what we had just seen. I again found myself thinking about how it would feel to be at the mercy of a woman like Lady Catherine. To be tortured until you agreed to her terms. What would make a man do such a thing?

My manhood grew stiff as my mind heard the voice again. You only have to ask.

I adjusted myself in my trousers and left for the drawing room. Tea was served. We talked about what we had seen as we nibbled finger sandwiches and tea cakes. Not a high tea, really, but pleasant enough.

The conversation proved to be more helpful than the refreshments. The professor suggested that if we sold the items as a collection to the right buyer that we could potentially obtain half a million pounds. Maybe more. She needed more time to fully examine everything.

She asked if there was a chance that we would be keeping any of the pieces. I rejected the idea immediately. Beatrice giggled before agreeing with me.

I extended an invitation to the professor to be a guest in the castle instead of staying in the village pub. She declined, saying she had already paid for her lodging for this evening. She said that she would consider it after tonight.

We looked in a few more of the closed off rooms and found a few more pieces that we would consider selling, but nothing as startling as this morning's finds.

The professor excused herself before dinner, saying that she would walk back to the pub. She wanted to do a little research before turning in.

I couldn't sleep that night. After midnight I got out of bed and pulled on a robe. I went to the hidden room. It was not my plan or intention to revisit it; my feet took me there of their own accord. We had left the panel open, so finding my way inside was not a problem. The full moon shone through the sole window and glinted off of some of the metal pieces. The shackles were blackened with age. A few spokes of the wheel were shiny from wear. I again thought of what that must have felt like, and again became erect.

You only have to ask, the voice whispered.

I pushed the thought away. I walked to the rack holding the whips and other lashes. I ran my fingers over the handle of one. The leather had dried over time, and felt smooth from use. My arousal became more apparent.

A vision crept unbeckoned into my mind. I was begging a woman to flog me as I hung from the overhead shackles. My words dripped with arousal. My cock was fully erect in this vision. As it was in real life.

I heard the voice again. You know that you will do anything to taste this pain. You only have to ask.

The voice disappeared, along with the vision. I never saw the face of the woman who was in control, but I didn't have to. I knew it was the professor. My heart sank, but my arousal didn't.

I returned to my room and relieved myself of my throbbing burden. Sleep finally came. She visited my dreams. She wore a corset and boots and held a cane. I knelt before her and promised to be a good boy if only she would...

I woke up before I heard what I was going to ask for.

The professor—I still can't bring myself to use her given name—arrived a little after ten the next morning. She carried a small bag. She agreed to spend the next two nights in the castle before returning to the university. She said she would return as often as possible over the next few months to help with our project, and that she would also look for a buyer for what she was now calling “The De Sade Collection”. For our part, we agreed to allow her to include her research here as part of her new research paper. And we agreed to a five percent stipend from any sales of the pieces that she helped with. I asked my solicitor to draw up the necessary paperwork. He had it delivered to be signed that afternoon.

We went through more furniture that day. Each of us were assigned a different task by the professor. I was given the job of photographing the pieces. Beatrice took notes for her.

The professor identified as many pieces on sight as possible. She said that this was the first step, and that she would research each piece once she got back to the university and update us upon her return the following week. This would continue until everything had been identified and valued. I would then be able to decide which pieces to sell. The De Sade Collection would be done first, since it had already been determined that it would be sold.

Several times that day I heard the voice in my mind. It was often followed by flashing vignettes of myself in shackles, on the rack, or being whipped. My manhood rose when these images popped into my head. Each time it happened, I looked at the professor and saw an all knowing smile on her face and a hint of mischief dancing in her eyes.

Damn her and her fey dreaming father.

As soon as the curse entered my mind, my buttocks started to sting. My balls tightening as if they were being gripped. She can not be damned, warned the voice. She has been blessed. You will know soon enough.

I did not hear the voice again nor have any more visions that day. We worked, we ate, and we chatted. By the time we were finished we were ready to collapse in exhaustion. At least I was. I am close to the professor's age, yet she worked me into the ground. We both took our turns moving the furniture about, but I must say I am used to paying people to do that sort of labor for me. However I couldn't permit her of all people—an American, a female, and an academic—appear to outwork me. Heaven forbid. For the pride of the country, I carried on.

Once in my bed I instantly fell into a deep slumber. I had a dream in which I walked to the secret room. I may have actually sleepwalked to the room as I was dreaming.

The professor discovered me in the secret chamber. She wore a sheer white dressing gown from the Victorian age. The delicate fabric highlighted her perfect body. Her breasts were firm, round and full. Her nipples were hard, as if exposed to the cold. I wanted nothing more than to warm them in my mouth. Her stomach wasn't flat, nor was she model-like in her form. There was a roundness in her hips and a rich fullness to her womanhood. I longed to know her intimately. I felt myself stiffen. I stood before her, in this unknown state of slumber, fully erect, naked, and unembarrassed by either. It seemed that I wanted her to know that I was aroused by her and by this place.

She didn't speak. She came over and kissed me, pressing her soft mouth to my hungry lips. I held myself back from devouring her. I wanted to grab her. To ravage her. To feel myself inside her. Yet my passion wanted to be contained and controlled by her. And only by her.

“Please,” I heard myself say. “Please show me what I need to see.”

She took my hand and led me to the rack. She pointed, and I knew that I must lay upon it. I had lost all of my will. I was hers to command. She fastened my ankles, then my wrists. I didn't struggle. I was helpless against the growing desire to know.

She turned the wheel. My body stretched. She gave it another half turn, jolting me with pain. I begged her to stop. She did. The voice returned.

You only have to ask for it.

"Please hurt me. Give me pain so that I will know pleasure." The words spilled from my lips before I even thought about them.

She took a flogger from the rack and lashed my torso and thighs. The thongs occasionally caught my erection. The pain was both exquisite and glorious. My body had never felt anything like it before. I needed more. I again heard the voice, urging me to ask for what I wanted.

I implored her to keep going.

She lit a candle, lifted her dressing gown, and climbed onto the rack. She knelt between my legs and dripped the hot wax over my body. I writhed in pain, but didn't ask her to stop. I was hers to use as she wished. And I was relishing every moment of it.

She moved up my body. She set the candle down and, using both hands, lifted her dressing gown higher. I saw her mound for the first time. I wanted to taste her. But she slipped herself onto my raging cock.

Her pussy was pure velvet and silk with the wetness born from arousal. It was heaven. She started riding me. She dripped more wax and then twisted and pinched my nipples as she used my body. I begged for more, fully offering myself to her.

She orgasmed several times on top of me. Each time she dug her nails into my chest and raked them down my body. At last my own frailty betrayed me, and I emptied my balls into her. I lay there panting, thinking that at last the torment was over. But I heard myself asking for yet more. No, that is a lie. I heard myself begging for more.

She dismounted from my cock and moved up my body. I looked up to see her beautiful but cum-filled vagina above my face. I asked to taste her, and she lowered herself onto my waiting mouth. I drank our combined juices from her as if it were a gift from the heavens themselves. She got aroused again and rode my mouth. I felt and tasted her release several times.

She finally got off me. Then she was gone.

I awoke in my bed. My face was wet, and my body was sore. I assumed that I had drooled in my sleep and that the pain was from the work we had done during the day. I rolled over and went back to sleep.

The next morning when I woke, I remembered every detail of the dream. When I pulled back the blanket and went to the loo, I noticed nothing. My steps were lighter. I was genuinely happy for the first time in a long time. But when I removed my pajamas, I saw that my torso was covered with red marks from the hot wax, scratches and bruises from her nails and pinches, welts from the flogger, and gouges around my ankles and wrists from being bound. I stifled a scream.

The voice softly whispered, Ask her for more. You know that you want more.

I ignored my wounds and went about my day.

At breakfast we talked about the work ahead and what we hoped to accomplish. The professor would of course be spending the night again, then would be gone in the morning.

You want more, ask her for it, the voice breathed in my ear. The professor looked my way and smiled. That smile was delightful in the wickedness it secretly held. Visions of last night's dream flashed through my mind. My groin once more stirred to life. She seeming to know what I was thinking.

She will give you more, you only have to ask.

We set about our tasks. We worked our way through two more rooms before lunch.

Beatrice suggested that we take a walk after lunch to get ourselves out of the dust and cobwebs for a bit. We agreed, and took a leisurely stroll to the stables.

As I stepped into the sunlight dappled room, the groomsman was tending to the horses. My mind was instantly beset with a vision of me tied from one of the overhead beams, my body naked and exposed. She stood nearby with a buggy whip in her hand and lashed my ass. I felt the sting of her whip on my buttocks as if it was real. In the pain I again tasted pleasure. I begged her for more.

The voice returned to taunt me. As did her knowing look from across the room. She chatted with the groomsman and petted one of the horses.

In my mind, I heard myself asking “Please fuck him into front of me. Show me what it is like to know you that way. Break me. Tame me. Make me submit to your will.”

I shook my head violently to dislodge my own voice from my brain. But I couldn't dislodge the memory. My palms moistened and my cock stiffened and strained within its confines. I wanted to strip naked before her in real life and to beg her to cuckold me on the spot. Only my sister's presence and my reputation prevented me from doing just that.

Her own voice entered my head.  “I will give you all that you desire, you only have to ask. Be brave for me and ask. I will be your saving grace.”

I didn't respond, but grew even harder as she lead us from the barn back to the castle. We returned to the dusty history of my family.

By the end of the day, we each felt the need to relax and escape the tedium of the seemingly endless work before us. We agreed to regroup and head to the local pub for dinner after each of us showered. I had experienced several more visions. My own voice had been taunting me almost every hour. But her voice and the cuckold vision had not returned. I could still see the marks on my torso in the mirror as I disrobed. I had no choice but to relieve myself again in the shower.

I wondered how the marks could have gotten there. I knew that it had only been a dream. That I had never actually left my bed.

We ate dinner at the pub and then walked back, each deep within our own thoughts. My sister occasionally asked the professor a question, and she did her best to answer. I remained silent. I was preoccupied with waiting for the next vision.

It came as we reached the castle grounds. I saw myself kneeling before her as she sat astride a stranger. He was completely inside her. She was glistening with her wetness and smelling of a heady mix of sex and lust. I had to taste her. I saw myself leaning forward, ready to taste her in spite of the shaft she was impaled upon.

“Oh, you are growing already in your desires for the depraved. Lady Catherine would be proud.”

This time the professor didn't look my way as the vision played inside my head. I wondered if she really could see my visions, or whether her earlier curious looks had been coincidences.

We lingered over a drink before retiring to our beds. I fell immediately into sleep. I awoke, and knew somehow that several hours had passed and that I was dreaming again. I was back in the hidden chamber. Naked, alone and wanting her.

She appeared before me the instant I wished she were there. She wore only a waist cincher and stockings. Her breasts were perfection. I wanted to taste them.

Ask her for permission, the voice said.

“May I please taste your nipples?" My words were barely more than a trembling squeak.

She stepped closer, placed a hand on the back of my head, and lowered my mouth to her right breast. I suckled it, nursing on it's fullness as if it would give me life. I felt her other hand on my erection. She slipped a band around my dangling balls. I felt its tightness around the flesh and skin separating them from the rest of my body. I ignored it.

She dropped the weights that, unknown to me, were attached to the band around my sack. I gasped, releasing her nipple from my lips. She pushed my face to her other breast.

“I didn't tell you to stop,” she reprimanded. She didn't speak aloud, but projected the words directly into my mind. “You must learn your place. Beg me to show you your place.”

I begged to be shown my place. I begged her to punish me.

She pushed my mouth away from her nipple and took my hand. She lead me to the shackles hanging from the ceiling. She clasped them around my wrists and then, with the chain that led to the ring in the ceiling, raised me up until my toes just touched the floor.

My cock was swollen and my balls ached because of the weighted band around them. It swung as she hoisted me up. I screamed, but it wasn't in pain. Because with her, this torture only resulted in pleasure. I begged her to teach me, to use me, to show me the darkness of my very soul. My voice sounded pitiful against the raging desire building inside me.

I felt the sting of the buggy whip, first on my back, then my ass. The weights around my balls swung madly. I was crazed with desire, my orgasm screaming to be realized. She stopped the whipping and stepped in front of me.

She spoke aloud for the first time in any of my dreams and visions.

“I am a gift, sent to you from someone in the past. I am truly fey. I can read your thoughts when the visions and voices come to you. But only then. I don't control them; I am only a witness to your desires. I will make your wildest fantasies come true. My powers are connected to you through this castle. I don't have this power elsewhere. As long as you sleep and call for me in your dreams, I appear. I have seen what you desire, and I will give it to you. You only have to ask. But you must never sell the castle or you will lose me. This is the only time that I will speak to you in your dreams. Tell me what you want from me.”

I was at a loss for an answer. My mind raced back to the vision earlier that evening. She nodded, and in an eye blink I was naked on the floor in my bedroom. She sat before me, riding the cock of a stranger. I leaned closer for a taste. She grabbed the back of my head and pressed my mouth hard against her clit. I smelled their lust and tasted her pleasure. I ached to cum. But I couldn't. I had not asked for permission, and now my mouth was full.

She came again. Her grip on my head tightened, pressing me against her.

Take the next step, the now familiar disembodied voice commanded. You are ready. Ask her and she will give it to you.

“Yes, ask it of me,” the professor encouraged. “You know it will please me.”

My mind expressed my newest hidden desire before I even had time to consciously think about it. My eyes widened as the shocking request left my lips.

The professor released my head and pushed me away. She stood up and stepped aside. Then she pushed me forward while guiding the cum-soaked shaft of the stranger to my mouth.

She will always own you now, the inner voice taunted as I sucked her juices from her lover's cock. You will do her bidding and you will always beg her for more.

I pleasured the stranger for I know not how long. He began pumping cum into my mouth. It may have been a dream, but his salty taste was very real. The instant I finished emptying his balls, he was gone.

I gagged at the thought of what I had just done. Yet I wanted more. I didn't have to think or ask, because she knew me so well already. Yet ask I did.

“What must I do to fuck you again?”

“You must beg to suffer for me.”

“Please Mistress, use my body and my pain for your pleasure. Share me for your amusement. I am more than a willing victim. I am your slave.”

She ordered me to my hands and knees. The weights still swung from my balls. I felt something warm and liquid upon my hole. I had never considered the possibility that she would use me in such a way. I was mortified. Yet it made my member rage and throb. I whimpered “Yes, please.”

I felt her violate my hole. I am not sure what she used, but I could feel that it had been moistened, suggesting that she had used lube. I wanted to order her to stop. But instead I begged her to keep going. The weights pulled down on my sack as she steadily filled my ass.

“Please, make me take more,” I implored. “Please force me to endure more for you. I must prove myself worthy of you. Give me more.”

I didn't even know at this point if I was asking her to push deeper into my opening or to deliver more pain. I just knew that begging her for more was becoming part of who I was. I would have been humiliated had I not been so aroused.

She pushed the tool deeper into my body. Then she withdrew it until just the tip remained inside. She pushed in again. She wasn't as gentle this time; she rammed it all the way in with a single thrust. Her arms were doing all the work, and her upper body strength was proving to be much greater than I would have anticipated. She was opening me up as if I were a local strumpet.

I screamed. Precum dripped onto the floor. Oh my Lord, the pain was exquisite! I longed for her to continue her assault on my body and my dignity. A week ago I never would have dreamed such things could happen to me, much less that I would be aroused by them. I was more than aroused. I was enthralled by the way she knew my desires better than I myself did. How she knew just how to make me want more and more.

“Please use me as you wish. Inflict pain on my body for your pleasure.”

She rammed the tool in again and again, burying it inside me completely each time. The swinging weights pulled down on my balls. My need to empty myself was getting harder to resist, but I knew that I mustn't cum without her permission. I found myself praying for more. But how could there be more?

My question was answered when she picked up the buggy whip. I felt the familiar sting of the lash and the painful warmth of the rising welts.

“Yes, Mistress! Whip your unworthy slave! Make me earn your beautiful pussy with my pain.”

The second blow of the whip caught my swinging sack, making me yelp. The third, fourth and fifth blows rained down over my bare back. The next several lashes struck my thighs.

She finally stopped the whipping and ordered me onto the bed. She joined me and I begged to enter her. I pushed myself into her velvet tunnel. A long sigh escaped me as I was engulfed by her wetness. I forced myself to hold back and not drive myself all the way in immediately, wanting to add to her pleasure and hopefully to delay my own.

When my cock at last filled her, I started thrusting. Our combined moans filled the still air. The weights on my balls swung wildly. They slowed my release, but didn't stop it. I quickly reached the point of no return, and exploded inside her. I then knelt and licked her clean, savoring our combined taste mingled with that of the stranger she had made me pleasure earlier.

When I awoke the next morning, she had already departed. She had left a note saying “you only ever have to ask.”

I knew that the castle would be mine forever. And that I would be counting the days until she returned to use me. Until I could again look forward to being visited by her in my sleep and to the pain that she would bring to my dreams. What she might make me desire next was almost too intoxicating to think about, much less wait for.

I offered a silent prayer of thanks to long lost Aunt Catherine.
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