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  This book is Ross and Loren’s story and picks up shortly after the closing of A Very Kinky Valentine’s Day and the events of the final chapter in that book.


  We first met Ross and Loren as secondary characters in Cardinal’s Rule, and they’ve appeared in various books from that point on. I honestly didn’t know much about them in the beginning. They’d never “told” me their story. I naturally assumed they were very boring, average people without any notable backstory to report.


  It was while writing the final chapter of A Very Kinky Valentine’s Day that Loren finally let some of their secrets slip. Only then did I understand exactly why those two characters had kept their past hidden from me for so long.


  Thus a glimpse at how the brain of a “pantster” kind of writer works. (That would be me. Outlines? We don’ need no stinkin’ outlines…)
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  Chapter One


  


  Now…


  


  Sully patiently waited for Loren to compose her thoughts and get to her point. It had surprised him when she’d called him that morning and asked if she could talk with him.


  It’d surprised him even more when she’d asked if she could drive up to Pinellas and meet with him to talk in person.


  And surprised him still yet that Ross not only didn’t know about this talk, but that she preferred Sully didn’t tell him.


  Or anyone else.


  Including Sully’s wife Clarisse, one of Loren’s closest friends.


  The waitress had taken their drink orders and left them alone. They’d met at a small restaurant in Tarpon Springs, right on the sponge docks on Dodecanese, that overlooked the water. Loren fidgeted with her silverware, the napkin, the salt and pepper shakers, the little doohickey holding the packets of sugar and artificial sweeteners.


  Still, he waited.


  “How’s Clarisse doing?” she asked.


  Sully struggled not to ask her to get to the point. He knew Clarisse had just talked to Loren on the phone two days earlier, and they’d likely texted.


  “She’s six months pregnant and in the cranky phase,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. “I’m beginning to suspect she has more switch in her than she thinks she does. She’s keeping poor Mac running. Being on doctor-ordered bed rest has thrown her for a loop.”


  The twin girls Clarisse was carrying appeared healthy, but she’d had a scare with premature contractions and was now on bed rest and medications to prevent her from going into premature labor.


  “Ross is out of town,” she finally said, her gaze fixed on a point on the table about halfway across it.


  “Okay,” he finally said when she wasn’t forthcoming with more information than that.


  Sully knew Ross practiced a very specialized subset of intellectual property and technology law, including copyright, patent, and trademark cases. Sometimes, he had to travel out of town for litigation.


  Finally, her hazel gaze settled on him. “I need to talk with you about something…disturbing. I have to get your take on it before I decide what I need to do.”


  He tensed, forcing himself not to react, to maintain a casual, yet curious tone. “What’s it regarding?”


  “Something that happened.” Her gaze returned to the table.


  “Can you be a little more specific?”


  “A crime.” Her gaze darted up to his before skittering away again.


  Sully didn’t like where this was going because he suspected he knew exactly where it was going. “Why don’t you just say what’s on your mind?”


  “Because I need to know a couple of things before I decide what I should do with this.”


  Sully fought the urge to impatiently drum his fingers on the table. The waitress reappeared with their drinks but they hadn’t even looked at their menus yet.


  “We’re going to need a couple more minutes,” he told the waitress before she left them alone again.


  He opened his menu even though his appetite had deserted him. “Loren, I love you as a friend, but I am going to be honest here and tell you that you’re starting to concern me.”


  “As a former cop, aren’t you required to report things that happened…even years ago?”


  He froze. “Why are you asking me that?”


  She sipped her iced tea. He didn’t miss how her hand trembled, the ice cubes clinking against the glass. “Answer my question.”


  “First, you answer mine,” he said. “What kind of crime are we talking about?”


  She wouldn’t meet his gaze.


  His jaw clenched. “Loren, hypothetically speaking, what kind of crime are we talking about?”


  “Murder,” she whispered.


  Sully reached out and slowly stirred his iced tea with his straw even though he hadn’t added any sugar to it. Somehow, he’d always wondered if this day would come. That maybe he’d overlooked something, some telling detail. Or maybe Clarisse had said something, let it slip accidentally to one of her friends. Maybe guilt building inside Clarisse had driven her to confide in someone else.


  Before he went any farther, Sully needed to know exactly what Loren knew, who she’d told.


  Why she was even stirring this shitpot now.


  “How long ago are we talking?” he quietly asked, more to stall than anything.


  He knew the date.


  It was forever etched in his brain, along with the details.


  Loren’s hands dropped to her lap. “Over thirty years ago,” she quietly said.


  Sully froze, an icy flood of relief and shock washing over him, short-circuiting the really bad adrenaline jolt that had just started pumping through his veins.


  Now he honestly had no clue what she was talking about.


  He nodded toward her menu to buy himself some time to recover from the near miss. “We need to be ready when the waitress returns,” he said, hoping his own voice didn’t tremble from the force of his relief.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once their orders were in, Sully leaned in and reached across the table to gently clasp Loren’s hand in his.


  “I’m your friend,” he said. “If you ask me to keep your secret, I will. But I will also be brutally honest with my opinion. I won’t sugar-coat something just to make you feel better. Understand?”


  Silent tears slipped down her cheeks and fell to the table as she nodded. He realized today she wasn’t wearing any makeup, which was totally unlike her.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  He had to struggle to hear her pained whisper. “He was only trying to make things right,” Loren said. “He never told me the details about what happened. But I know. He told me never to ask him the details, because he never wanted to lie to me, and he didn’t want me to know. But I know.”


  Over thirty years ago would have put Ross and Loren in their early twenties, Sully knew. College years.


  “He, who?” he asked, although he suspected.


  “Ross,” she said.


  “I still don’t know what we’re talking about,” Sully said, both confused and relieved.


  Loren withdrew her hand from his and reached into her purse. She withdrew a small tablet, turned it on, swiped through a few things, then handed it across the table to Sully.


  It was a PDF file, a scan of the front page of an old newspaper.


  The bold headline on 1A, just under the fold and directly below the main article about a Middle East US military action overseas, read “Four Students Dead in Tragic Crash.”


  The article talked about four frat brothers—including three who were on the Pennsylvania university’s football team—who’d died in a fiery middle-of-the-night car crash when they apparently got drunk and then missed a sharp curve, running their vehicle off a hundred-foot drop. Walter Kessling, Charles Van Hardy, and Lawrence Busch were the players. David Corning was heavily involved in student government at the school. All four seniors lived at the fraternity house.


  Loren still cried. “He was only trying to make things right,” she said. “No one else would do anything. After the other girl told me what happened to her, I told Ross.” She nodded at the tablet. “And then…”


  Sully took a deep breath. As a cop, he suspected he knew exactly what had happened, what it would take to push the man over the brink like that.


  Still, he needed the full story.


  He returned the tablet to Loren. “Why are you asking me about something that happened a long time ago? Why is it important now? What’s happened?”


  She swiped through to something else and showed him the tablet again. Another story, this one recent, three weeks earlier, posted on a Pennsylvania newspaper’s website.


  Football team to honor Adequan Smith and three past fallen teammates with memorial plaque at ceremony before the game this Saturday.


  Smith had been an innocent bystander shot and killed during a convenience store robbery only two weeks into the start of the school year. Kessling, Van Hardy, and Busch were the three “fallen” being belatedly honored. Surviving family members of the three young men had been invited to attend the ceremony.


  One Melody Van Hardy Axlerod, a younger sister of Charles, was quoted in the article. “It’s about time someone finally honored them, considering the investigation into the accident was botched from the start.”


  He read through it before returning the tablet to Loren. “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why is this important now?”


  She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Because Melody Axlerod found me on Facebook and contacted me last week. Then she called me yesterday. She lives in Tampa. She wants to meet with me to talk.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Then…


  


  Loren Miller’s first year of college had gone well. After not a little begging on her part, her parents had agreed to let her move out of the dorm and share a small, furnished two-bedroom apartment with her friend, Emily Andrews, for her second year. Loren and Emily had graduated from the same high school just outside of Pittsburgh, and had been good friends their junior and senior years.


  Loren, who’d just turned twenty, worked part-time, as a waitress just off campus at a small coffeeshop. They weren’t open late, most of their clientele being nearby office workers, and the employees with seniority usually grabbed the more lucrative morning and lunch shifts.


  When she first met Ross Connelly, it was, ironically, a dark and stormy night.


  Seriously dark, because the power went off. And seriously stormy, an early spring weather system that dumped massive amounts of rain right on top of them for over twelve hours straight.


  During a lull in the weather, Emily’s older brother, Mark, had stopped by to eat dinner, his good friend Ross Connelly in tow.


  Then the bottom dropped out of the sky again and the two men were stuck there until nearly midnight.


  Not that Loren minded.


  She liked Mark well enough, but he was almost like a big brother to her in many ways. She’d spent enough time at Emily’s house during high school she’d come to see him as the big brother she’d never had.


  She’d never met Ross before that night, although she’d heard his name mentioned once or twice in passing. Three years older than her and in his final year of pre-law, he was starting to grow into his lanky six one frame, his sandy brown hair a little on the tousled side, his brown eyes sweet and inviting.


  The dark and stormy night awakened something in Loren.


  At the time, she didn’t know what.


  It wasn’t until later, after the events of a different night, that she could fully appreciate who Ross was. What Ross was.


  And who and what she was, as well.


  


  * * * *


  


  “If you want,” Emily offered, “Loren and I can share a room tonight, and you guys can either share my bed, or one of you can have my bed and the other the couch.”


  It was nearly midnight and they were all yawning. With one lone pillar candle to light the apartment, and with the rain apparently not letting up anytime soon, it wasn’t like there was anything else to do.


  Mark stood at the living room window overlooking the street in front of their apartment building. They were on the second floor. “No, we need to get going. I have an early class in the morning.”


  “Me, too,” Ross said. “I won’t melt.”


  Mark dug his keys out of his pocket, jingling them in his hand. “Well, guess I won’t need to take my weekly Saturday bath now,” he joked.


  “Eww,” Emily protested in mock horror. “Is that what I’ve been smelling?”


  “Not for long, sis,” Mark said. “Hey, make sure you lock up after us.”


  Emily walked them to the door, shooting the deadbolt after they left. The women headed over to the window. They really couldn’t see much but rain and more rain, the moonless night and clouds combining with the power outage to make it pitch black outside.


  Across the street, in the apartment building there, candles flickered in a couple of apartments.


  “Oh!” Loren startled when the power blinked on. The street lamps outside started glowing to life outside, just in time for Loren to see the two men emerge from their building’s entrance on the street below.


  Ross turned and tossed a wave at her before dashing through the rain after Mark.


  Em crossed her arms over her chest. “Chase him, girlfriend,” she said. “He’s a catch. Nice guy, not a douche, hard worker, good grades.”


  “Maybe,” Loren said, watching as Mark’s headlights came on a moment later after he started the car. “Right now, I just want to get through this semester.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Argh!” Loren pounded her fist on the top of the electric typewriter. It was her typewriter, but since Emily didn’t have one, it sat on the desk in the living room so they could both use it if they needed it. Neither bedroom in the tiny apartment was large enough for a desk, anyway.


  Ross laughed from where he sat at the small dinette table and had been talking with Mark and Emily. “I’ve heard of pounding out an assignment, Lor, but I don’t think they mean that literally. What’s wrong?”


  “This stupid piece of junk is what’s wrong,” Loren said. “I just have one lousy page to finish typing on my paper, and I really don’t want to drive all the way in to campus to go to the computer lab for that. But the keys keep hanging up.”


  Ross pushed back from the table and walked over to the desk. Her parents had given her the electric typewriter when she entered high school. It wasn’t the nifty—and expensive—electronic word processor that she’d asked for, but it had come in handy. Especially since one of those expensive desktop computers was way out of her budget.


  Now it was aggravating the hell out of her, the countless hours of use over the past several years finally taking its toll on the machine.


  “Let me take a look at it,” he said.


  She vacated the chair in front of the desk and he took her place. “The keys keep sticking together,” she told him.


  He rolled her piece of paper out and rolled in a fresh one, playing with it for a minute. “It looks like this key is a little bent. See?” He pointed. “And it needs to be cleaned out. What is that, cat hair?”


  She looked where she was pointing. “Maybe. I caught my cat laying on it a couple of times at home. Probably because it’s warm when it’s plugged in.”


  “The grease is gummed up with dust and cat hair and stuff. Haven’t you ever cleaned it out?”


  “It’s a machine. I don’t understand it. You might as well be speaking Greek to me.”


  He laughed. “I have a toolkit in my trunk. Let me run down and get it. I bet I can fix it for you in just a couple of minutes. It’ll still need a good cleaning, but maybe I can get it working for you for now.”


  “Would you? I’d really appreciate it. Heck, I’ll pay you if you want.”


  “I’ll work for some of your chocolate chip cookies. How about that?”


  She laughed. “Deal! But I can’t make them tonight. I don’t have the ingredients. Can I owe you?”


  He stood, leaning in with a wink. “That’ll cost you interest, then.” He took her hand, his gaze never leaving hers, and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “You’ll want to make sure you pay my vig. How about you fix me dinner Saturday night?”


  “Deal! You’re not going out?”


  He shrugged. “Wasn’t planning on it.” He headed toward the front door. “I’ll be right back.”


  When he left, Emily let out a giggle. “You know, you should chase him. And I don’t mean down the stairs, either.”


  “Yeah,” Mark agreed. “He’s single. He broke up with his last girlfriend a couple of months ago. He’s not dating anyone right now.”


  Loren blushed. “I don’t know him that well. How do I even know he likes me?”


  “Yeah?” Mark said. “Well, get to know him better. He asked me a couple of weeks ago if you were seeing anyone.”


  She felt even more heat fill her face. “He did? Really?”


  “Really. Hey, I’m a dumb guy, but I’m smart enough to know when a guy likes a girl. And he’s been asking to drop by here with me the past couple of weeks. So…duh.”


  “Where’s your girlfriend tonight?” Loren asked.


  “Family stuff. They’re here in town. I’ll see her tomorrow night. Why you think I’m hanging out here with my dumb little sister? Ross wanted to know if he could hang out with me here tonight.”


  “Hey, I’m not dumb!” Emily protested, her laughter belying her feelings. “I scored higher on my SATs than you did.”


  “I know.” He smacked the table. “Another reason I should be allowed to pick on you, dammit.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Twenty minutes later, Ross had Loren’s typewriter back in working order. She gave him a grateful hug. “What time Saturday would you like to eat? I have to work from one to five, but after that I’m available.”


  “How about I come over at seven thirty, then? I have to work Saturday morning, too.”


  “Perfect. Any preference on what you’d like me to cook for you?”


  “Nope. Surprise me.”


  She rolled her paper back into the machine and picked up where she’d left off.


  It now worked perfectly.


  “Thank you so much!”


  He smiled at her from where he’d retaken his seat at the small table. “You’re very welcome. Any time I can fix something for you, don’t hesitate to ask.”


  She smiled as she returned her focus to her assignment, hoping he didn’t see the way she was blushing.


  She’d let Ross fix anything for her.


  Any time.


  Maybe it’s time I accidentally break a few things around here.


  It wouldn’t be the worst way to spend an evening, that’s for sure.


  Loren even managed to get her paper typed, and still had time to sit and talk with Ross, Emily, and Mark before the two men had to leave for the evening.


  She tried not to think about what Mark had said. She didn’t want to read too much into it. Ross had never given her any indication he really liked her, and she didn’t want to come off as his best friend’s little sister’s goofy friend.


  Try saying that three times fast.


  Before her parents had allowed her to move out of the house and first into a dorm, then here to the apartment with Emily, Loren had to promise them she would finish school. That she would not get involved with a guy and end up throwing away her education.


  Well, her mom had insisted on that more than her father.


  And out of earshot of her father.


  Loren knew her mom regretted never completing her degree when she dropped out after getting pregnant with Loren in her junior year of college.


  Loren didn’t want that, either.


  But she’d also not told her mom she wasn’t a virgin anymore. Loren kept condoms in her purse, just in case. She’d only slept with two guys, one in high school, and a guy she briefly dated her first semester before she realized he didn’t want her for much else besides sex and helping him do his homework. She was also on the pill now, something she’d taken care of her first semester via the student health center.


  The condoms were for extra protection against the kinds of things the pill wouldn’t protect her against.


  As Loren prepared for bed, she wondered if maybe she should make some sort of move Saturday night. She really liked Ross. He was a great guy. He was handsome, with his sandy-brown hair and deep brown eyes. Just a hair over six feet, he wasn’t a hulk, but he wasn’t some skinny twig, either. He always had a calm demeanor, but a quick wit and easy laugh. Just being around him always seemed to leave her in a better mood.


  Hmm.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mark had a way of stating the obvious in the most roundabout way possible. “Saturday evening, huh?”


  “What?” Ross had driven them tonight and had to drop Mark off on his way home.


  Mark grinned at him. “You fixed her typewriter. She was definitely grateful.”


  “She needed help. I like being helpful.”


  “You’re single, and she’s single.”


  There were things Mark didn’t know about him. Things any woman he was interested in would have to know if he pursued a serious relationship with her.


  Difficult things to talk about and share unless he knew the woman already leaned that way.


  Yes, Ross did like Loren.


  A lot.


  But he had to take his time and go slow and see if she was the kind of woman who’d take an interest in his…interests. His last girlfriend hadn’t, but it had taken him several months to finally figure that out without being overt. He didn’t want to ruin his reputation, or anyone else’s.


  Once he’d realized his ex was only interested in vanilla sex and nothing else, he’d engineered an amicable breakup by fibbing and intimating he really wasn’t interested in sex for anything but procreation, and only within the confines of marriage.


  She’d quickly started finding excuses not to get together, and when he offered her the option of breaking up and being friends, she’d accepted.


  It had saved face all around.


  But Loren…there was something about her. Maybe she would prove to be the one.


  Only time would tell.


  


  * * * *


  


  Saturday evening, Loren had opted for easy, something she couldn’t possibly screw up unless she set fire to the stove in the process. Spaghetti with meat sauce, including mushrooms. Not just out of a jar, either, but homemade sauce. With a salad and garlic bread, it was easy on the budget and on her nerves.


  Emily and Mark had gone home for the weekend for some family stuff, leaving Loren alone with Ross for the night. Loren had time to grab a shower, and she changed clothes three different times before Ross rang the bell downstairs at 7:29.


  Dammit.


  She stared at her outfit. She was trying for a flirty but casual vibe with a sundress she hadn’t worn in a few months. She rarely wore skirts or dresses anyway. It was shorts or jeans, depending on what she was doing. Even at work, where their dress code was casual, all the employees wore T-shirts with the coffeeshop’s logo on them.


  Too late to change again now, she buzzed Ross in and fought the urge to be standing there in the open doorway when he reached her apartment.


  Although she was standing at the door and looking through the viewfinder when he knocked.


  After a deep breath that did jack shit to calm her nerves, she opened the door for him.


  He carried a cheesecake in his hands. “I decided to bring dessert. I hope that’s okay.”


  D’oh! She’d forgotten about a dessert. “It’s perfect,” she said. “Come on in.”


  They exchanged an awkward, laughter-filled half hug around the cheesecake before he walked in.


  “Smells great, whatever it is,” he said.


  “Spaghetti.” She took the cheesecake from him and went to put it in their fridge. “Hope that’s all right.”


  “Perfect. Can I do anything to help?”


  “Nope. It’s ready. Just have to finish browning the garlic bread.”


  She turned and found herself toe-to-toe with him. The gulp was a nervous reaction to the way her stomach dropped in a good way as she stared up into his eyes.


  “So, did you make me my cookies?” he asked.


  There was something about his tone of voice, the depth, the hidden meanings that stirred things inside her in an uncomfortably good way.


  It took her a minute to realize what he meant. “Oh, no. Sorry. I forgot all about the cookies.”


  A sexy smirk curved his lips. “Then I guess you’re still indebted to me, aren’t you?”


  More flutters deep inside her. Holy moly, he was hot. “I guess so.”


  “I’m off work on Wednesday. How about I come over for dinner again? More vig for forgetting the cookies.”


  “Deal.” The word escaped her before she’d even realized she’d said it.


  Spend another evening with Ross?


  Hell yes.


  They ate, he helped her clean up, and they talked as they sat and watched TV until after midnight.


  Loren wasn’t sure if Ross was as into her as Mark had said, but even she couldn’t deny there was an easy attraction to him that grew stronger by the hour.


  She wouldn’t rush into anything.


  He was in pre-law and still trying to decide where to go to law school. His father was pushing him to go to UPenn, but he’d been accepted at several schools.


  “Sounds like your dad has some opinions,” she said.


  Ross let out a snort. “He sure does.” She realized Ross didn’t talk about his family a lot. She got the impression he wasn’t thrilled with them, but she didn’t feel like she should pry.


  “No siblings?” she asked. The more they talked, the more she realized she didn’t know about him.


  “Nope. Only child. You?”


  “Ditto.”


  He glanced at the clock hanging by the kitchen doorway just as a yawn escaped her. Contagious, he yawned, too.


  “Time for me to think about heading home,” he said, making no move to stand.


  She smiled. “I’m not rushing you out the door.”


  “I know. But I don’t want tongues to wag.” He waggled his eyebrows playfully, as if worrying about others’ opinions was the last thing on his list.


  “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”


  He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I’m sure you can. But I’m a gentleman. And I’d like to extort a few more meals out of you before I sully your reputation.” He smiled.


  An overwhelming urge to throw herself into his lap swept through her, one she barely managed to fight back.


  Something about Ross seemed far older than his age. She’d heard about “old souls” and wondered if he was one. She could easily picture him as a lawyer, calmly dealing with cases and clients with a surety and finesse many never had. Like a steady, calm fog rolling in, before you knew it, he was there and his presence blanketed everything.


  In a good way.


  “Promises, promises,” she finally settled on as an answer.


  “Besides, you don’t even know if you want to handle the real me,” he mysteriously said.


  “Oh, I’m sure I can.”


  He finally stood, holding out a hand to help her up off the couch. “So you say. Let’s have a few more dinners, at least, before we find out.” He pulled her in for a hug she desperately didn’t want to end. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. I’m in no rush. And other than school and work, I’m all yours.”


  She snuggled just a little bit closer in his arms at that statement. It sent a thrill through her, even though she knew it wasn’t anywhere close to a promise or even a hint of one.


  Just a subtle reassurance.


  When he finally left a few minutes later, she watched from the living room window when he emerged onto the sidewalk below. He looked up and waved before walking toward where his car was parked.


  She waited until his headlights disappeared before closing the curtains.


  I don’t know what it is about him, but I want to spend a lot more time with him.


  Chapter Three


  


  Over the next couple of weeks, Loren and Ross spent more time together. Then a guy at Ross’ job got hurt, and they gave the hours to Ross temporarily. Meaning less time he had to spend with Loren.


  With Ross’ hours now changed to evenings for the next few weeks, he wasn’t coming over to the apartment, alone or with Mark. Loren felt a little disappointed by that, but with her own work schedule, and classes, there wasn’t much time during the week for them to see each other for more than a few minutes here and there. They did talk on the phone some, but usually late at night and only for a few minutes before one or both of them had to head to bed.


  It didn’t matter what Mark said, or what she felt, she didn’t feel right just going up to Ross and getting pushy and asking for more. Yes, she’d cooked for him a few times, and they’d gone out a couple of times. He’d taken her to the movies, too.


  That wasn’t a “relationship.” And Ross hadn’t even made a move romantically, other than his original statement that very first night she cooked dinner for him that he wasn’t going anywhere.


  Maybe he’s gay?


  Maybe that explained why she felt so safe with him, so secure, despite her apparently unrequited attraction to him.


  Yes, there was flirty, sometimes even sexy banter between them, but Ross had not made a single romantic move on her beyond holding hands, sitting with his arm around her shoulders, or hugging.


  She wasn’t about to voice her suspicions to Mark or Emily, either. Loren was smart enough to know that if Ross was gay, he probably didn’t want it blasted all over the place. It would remain their secret. It wasn’t like it bothered her beyond the fact that it meant she’d never get to be more than just friends with him.


  She damn sure wasn’t going to ask Ross about it and risk hurting his feelings one way or another. First and foremost she was coming to think of him as her best friend, next to Emily.


  So on a Tuesday, when one of the girls in Loren’s accounting class had asked Loren if she was interested in going to a frat party with her on a Friday night, Loren had no reason she could think of to say no. Ross had to work until eleven that night. The girl, Chelsea, hadn’t wanted to go alone. She was meeting some other girls there, who’d invited her, but Chelsea didn’t know them very well.


  Loren and Chelsea had shared a class the semester before, and had been neighbors in the dorm before Loren moved in with Emily. They’d studied together plenty of times, so it wasn’t like they were strangers.


  “I don’t want to outright tell them no,” Chelsea said. “That might mean no more invites. But I don’t want to go alone, either. And my roommate’s going out with her boyfriend Friday night.”


  “No problem,” Loren said. “I’d like to meet some new people. Aren’t those frat parties usually closed, though?”


  “Not this one. It’s an open party. Apparently a small, private one. Walter Kessling’s one of the seniors. It’s really his party, him and some friends of his, not an officially sanctioned party. Like a farewell thing.”


  “He’s on the football team, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah.” Chelsea sighed. He’s cute, too. And single. I had a biz ad class with him last semester.”


  “He’s a senior.”


  Chelsea shrugged. “He’s a football player. I guess they can take easier classes if they want.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelsea stopped by and picked Loren up a little after eight on Friday night. Emily and a guy she was interested in were going to the movies with Mark and his girlfriend that night. The siblings had an unwritten rule they hadn’t shared with their parents. Mark wouldn’t rat his little sister out—and she wouldn’t rat him out, either—but until Mark signed off on a guy, Emily would have a few safe double dates with Mark and his girlfriend first.


  Loren envied them a little. The closest thing she had to a sibling was Emily, or Ross. Not that she didn’t want more from him, but the longer they spent time together, the more apparent it was that Ross didn’t seem to be in a hurry to speed things along, either.


  She hadn’t even told him about the party. She’d told Emily, just as a precaution. Not that Loren had any worries. She was going with another girl, and it wasn’t like anything bad would happen. It’d be a few hours to relax and chat with people.


  Maybe she’d even meet a guy.


  Then again, he wouldn’t be Ross.


  As they rode to the party, Loren realized any guy she might meet would be held up against Ross as the benchmark whether she meant to or not.


  Face it, he’s your perfect guy and he doesn’t seem to be interested in taking it farther.


  When they arrived at the party, Chelsea found the girls who’d invited her and introduced Loren to them. Everyone seemed friendly enough. When Walter Kessling, one of their hosts, asked Loren what she wanted to drink and offered to get it for her, she thought it was nice of him.


  He returned with her drink, just plain cola and ice, a few minutes later. As Loren sipped it and chatted with people she’d never met before, she tried not to let her mind wander to how much she missed Ross and his contagious, quiet serenity.


  


  * * * *


  


  Loren winced as she turned over, shards of pain shattering her sleep. Bright sunlight hit her squarely in the face. She shivered and realized she was lying on damp grass in what looked like a park. There was a dirty sheet wrapped around her, which she struggled to get free from.


  When she tried to sit up, more pain filled her. Her head felt like she had a horrible hangover, which wasn’t possible since she didn’t drink.


  And pain between her legs. Pain all over. A nasty taste in her mouth.


  Unable to process everything, she turned and retched, more bile than anything, as if she’d already vomited up whatever else had been in her stomach.


  Disjointed images from the night before, like nightmares, filled her mind as she tried to comprehend where she was. She was dressed, but it felt like her panties were missing. And the back hooks on her bra were undone.


  Looking around, she found her purse on the ground next to her. Her wallet was in it, the twenty-three dollars and change she’d had still there, as were her bank card, driver’s license, student ID, and other cards.


  And her panties.


  The only thing missing was the strip of three condoms she usually kept tucked in the same zippered pocket where she kept a spare tampon and panty liner, just in case.


  With more focus returning, yes, she realized she was in a park. Or at least somewhere wooded. She heard cars somewhere close by, and from the angle of sunlight, it had to be seven o’clock in the morning, or close to it.


  More pain seeped into her awareness as she tried to stand. Everything hurt, but there were unsettling, concentrated pains in her ass and between her legs, cramping. When she looked down, she spotted a dark red stain on the crotch of her jeans.


  Her last clear memory had been at the party the night before, of chatting with Walter Kessling, Charles Van Hardy, Lawrence Busch, and David Corning. Of sipping her cup of soda and wondering why the world was going a little fuzzy.


  From that point on, her brain was filled with spotty, jagged memories. Being held down, being—


  She turned and vomited again, dry-heaving, her stomach painfully empty as her tears began to flow. Somehow, she managed to get to her feet, clutching her purse against her. Stumbling toward the sound of cars on a highway, she found the parking lot and restrooms for the park. Now she recognized where she was, a park not far from campus.


  The lot was empty. Fortunately, the restrooms were open. The woman looking back at her in the mirror was haunted, ravaged. No bruises on her face, but her hair was a mess and there were suspicious, dried patches of stuff on her face and hair and she didn’t want to know what they were.


  Locking herself into a stall, yes, she was bleeding. And it wasn’t time for her period yet. Cleaning herself up as best she could, she spotted bruises, fresh, on her thighs, stomach, and hips.


  That’s when her brain locked down and refused to process anything else.


  After cleaning up, and then washing her face and as much of the crusty stuff out of her hair as she could in the sink, she left the restroom and went over to the payphone.


  Emily sleepily answered on the sixth ring. “This better be good,” Emily mumbled.


  Loren tried to talk and burst into tears.


  Now Emily sounded more awake. “Lor? Honey, is that you? Where are you? What happened?”


  Choking, crying, Loren finally got out where she was and begged Emily to come get her. Their apartment building was over three miles away, and Loren wasn’t sure she could walk another three yards, much less miles.


  After Loren got off the phone with her, she sank to the ground next to the payphone and waited, crying.


  Emily’s car squealed around the final turn into the parking lot twenty minutes later. She left it running as she got out and ran over to her.


  “Lor! Oh, sweetie, come on, let’s get you to the hospital.”


  “No.” She shook her head. One of the memories that had returned was of the four men telling her if she reported what happened, they’d not only beat the charges, but would return and do this—and worse—to her and Emily both. That they could, because they were on the football team and basically untouchable.


  “Sweetie, you’re bleeding. We need to—”


  “Home,” Loren insisted, nearly screaming it, letting Emily help her to her feet. “Just take me home.”


  “Who did this to you? What happened?”


  “Just take me home.”


  “I’ll call Mark and—”


  “No. Do not call Mark.”


  Loren was huddled in a ball in the tub, under the spray with her arms wrapped around her knees when Ross burst into the bathroom thirty minutes later. Murder in his eyes, he sank to his knees next to the tub and reached for her.


  Sobbing, she let him hold her, even though he was now getting soaked.


  “Shh,” he said, stroking her wet hair. “We need to get you to the hospital and then to the police.”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. She still wasn’t sure exactly what all had happened, but was beginning to suspect Walter Kessling had spiked her drink with something. From the residual evidence, she guessed what they’d done to her after spiking her drink. “I can’t.”


  Ross cradled her face in his hands. “I didn’t say I was asking you, sweetheart,” he said. “I am taking you to the hospital, and I am taking you to the police. End of story.”


  “I can’t. They’ll do it to her, too.”


  “Who?”


  She sobbed out as much of the story as she could remember. Emily stood in the doorway, crying, hugging herself as she listened.


  “I can take care of myself,” Emily told Loren. “Those fucking animals need to pay for this. You listen to Ross, you hear me? If I have to, I’ll stay with Mark.”


  “No, don’t tell anyone else, please!”


  Ross waited until her gaze settled on his. “Stop,” he softly said, the command as steely as if he’d shouted it. “Emily’s right. We have to take you to the hospital. You’re bleeding.”


  That she was, and it worried her. The pain was still there, a deep, painful cramping ache unlike anything she’d felt in her period. And she thought she might be bleeding from her ass, too, but she wasn’t sure.


  Everything hurt.


  After getting her out of the shower, dried off and dressed, Emily brought Ross one of Mark’s T-shirts that she’d ended up with for a sleeping shirt. Ross, with Emily flanking Loren, got her loaded in his car and headed to the hospital on the edge of campus that was also part of the medical school there.


  Three hours later, with Emily and Ross by her side, the humiliating exams and treatment by the doctors and nurses were over. They wanted to admit her for observation, but Loren refused. She also refused to let them call her parents. When they wanted to call the police, she told them she’d refuse to talk to them if they did.


  It was only after Ross and Emily swore they’d take her by the campus police office after they left the hospital did the attending physician finally agree to let her leave.


  When they were alone, the three of them, Ross once again cradled Loren’s face in his hands. “You have to report this. You were raped. It’s a crime.”


  “What happened to that damn Chelsea, anyway?” Emily angrily asked. “How could she just leave you there alone?”


  “I don’t know,” Loren said. That was one of the memory gaps. One minute she was downstairs in the living room, the next, she was in a bedroom with the four men. Fragments of memories there, before she awoke in the park.


  “We’ll find that out soon enough,” Ross said, sounding close to homicidal. “First, we will get this reported so those bastards are arrested.” He pulled Loren close, holding her. “I swear to you, they’ll pay for this. I’ll fix this for you, if it’s the last thing I do.”


  “Nothing can fix this,” she tearfully whispered.


  “Then I’ll make it right,” he said. “I swear to you I will.”


  While the rational part of her understood it was a platitude, well-intentioned but likely meaningless in the grand scheme of things, there was a small, quiet part of her deep inside that believed him and knew he meant every word of it.


  It scared her.


  But even more, it brought her a small measure of peace.


  Chapter Four


  


  Now…


  


  Sully watched as Loren stirred her iced tea with her straw. She’d gone quiet, and he was loathe to interrupt her. He’d handled more sexual assault cases in his time as a detective than he cared to remember.


  It didn’t matter if it was thirty minutes or thirty years ago, the victims always bore a similar, haunted way about them. Sometimes tinged with rage, sometimes with fear, sometimes a mix of both and more.


  He waited.


  She drew in a shuddering breath. “They really didn’t want to discharge me,” she softly said. “I thought it was more a malpractice thing. I didn’t understand until later, a couple of days later, as I started to get myself under control again and started thinking, that I realized it was because of how badly I was injured.”


  She stared at her left wrist. “Ross never left my side that morning. Neither did Emily, although she would move away and sit over in a chair by the wall if they were doing something. Ross held my hand the whole time. The only time he let go was when he helped me get the hospital gown on, and then when I put my own clothes back on.”


  Her right index finger lightly stroked the back of her left hand, near the wrist. “I don’t think he realized it at the time, I think it was a nervous tic of his own. He kept lightly tapping my hand with his ring and pinky fingers. He had this little three-beat rhythm he kept up. It was soothing. Distracting. I didn’t even realize it at first. It was one of those things it finally hit me later, he was holding me one night while I was crying in bed, before he had to leave to go home, and he was humming to me. And it had that same soothing rhythm. Just a little made-up song. But it sort of became a kind of anthem for me, you know?”


  When she finally lifted her gaze to Sully’s again, her eyes were rimmed with red, as if she was close to crying. “I caught myself humming it all the time when I was stressed or worried. It was like he was there with me. Sort of a self-soothing kind of thing.”


  Sully nodded but didn’t interrupt.


  Loren finally let go of her straw and sat back in her seat. “He tried. He tried so damned hard. He pushed. He got angry. I was scared and retreated and pretty much gave up. If it wasn’t for him ordering me to keep going to classes after I missed that first week, I think I would have quit and dropped out.”


  “What happened to Chelsea?” he finally asked. “Why had she left you there alone at the party?”


  “She’d looked for me. The four guys told her I’d left with someone else. She was actually pissed off at me, thinking I’d deserted her without even telling her. Then I told her no, I hadn’t left.”


  “What’d she say?”


  “Her face fell. She asked me what happened, and I told her I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want her to know. I didn’t want her feeling guilty when she wasn’t a part of what happened. I just didn’t want anyone to know.”


  “Why not?”


  Loren met his gaze dead on. “Because by then I knew the campus cops weren’t going to do a damned thing about it. And so did Ross.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Then…


  


  Loren stared out the passenger window of Ross’ car as he drove them back to the apartment. It was Monday afternoon, and they’d just had another talk with the campus police.


  Who’d ruled there was no basis for further investigation. There was no proof. It was Loren’s word against theirs, and they claimed they hadn’t seen her after midnight. That they’d been told she left with someone else, so that’s what they told Chelsea when she was looking for Loren so she could leave.


  And no one else at the frat house had remembered seeing Loren there after midnight. They’d heard nothing, seen nothing.


  The four men vouched for each other, that they’d waited until after the party broke up around three or so to go to bed.


  She said, they said.


  And Loren had washed the only proof she had off in the shower. Apparently they’d used condoms for the rapes, because the hospital had found no traces of semen inside her. Or the shower had washed it all away, which Loren doubted.


  The men said that whoever Loren left the party with was likely her attacker, not them.


  Gee, too bad they couldn’t offer more help, and they felt badly about what happened to her. If they heard anything, they’d immediately pass it along to the campus cops.


  In the backseat, Emily ranted, railing, until Ross finally spoke up. “Em, stop. Please.”


  She fell silent.


  “It’s okay,” Loren softly said. “I knew it’d be a waste of time.”


  “We’re not done yet,” Ross said.


  “Yeah, we are.” Loren turned to look at him. “They won’t do a damned thing about those guys. There was no evidence. I was stupid. I should have called 911 when I woke up in the park but I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to get home.”


  “Lor,” Emily said from the backseat, “you didn’t do anything wrong. You’re the victim here. It’s their fault.”


  “They were smart,” Loren said. “They alibied each other. There were no witnesses to what they did.” She felt dead inside. “They set it up. They’ve done it before. I remember them saying they knew they’d get away with it because they always did, and they would this time, too.”


  Ross reached across the seat and took her hand, gently squeezing, tapping that soft rhythm against her flesh with his fingers.


  Earlier that morning, Loren had to go back to the hospital for a follow-up visit. She was still bleeding, and still in pain. The bruises had turned into dark purple marks all over her body, handprints, fingers, on her breasts, her hips, her legs, around her ankles and wrists.


  Marks she couldn’t wash off and wished like hell weren’t there.


  Marks even Ross’ gentle kisses pressed to her wrists couldn’t heal.


  Emily had gone to Loren’s teachers for her and explained she was ill. She got Loren’s assignments so at least Loren could keep up while she missed classes.


  Loren would have dropped out already except for Ross sternly nixing that idea when she suggested it on Sunday.


  “You do that, they win,” he said. “I’m not letting you drop out if I have to personally walk you to and from every class myself.”


  “You can’t do that,” she said. “You have work, classes.”


  He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I won’t let you let them win. I’ll do whatever I have to do to make this right. You will not drop out.”


  She appreciated his support, his strong, comforting shoulders.


  But she didn’t know if, long term, she could keep up her end of it.


  All she wanted to do was curl up in bed, pull the covers over her, and cry. She refused to go to the campus rape crisis counselor. Even Ross’ stern order about that wasn’t enough to move her, and he finally backed off that when she promised not to drop out. That she’d return to class the next Monday.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was three weeks after that night. Loren was leaving one of her classes when a girl approached her.


  “Are you Loren?” she hesitantly asked.


  Warily eyeing her, Loren didn’t miss the haunted look in the girl’s eyes.


  The same haunted look that now stared back at her every morning in the mirror. “Why?”


  The girl swallowed hard. “My name’s Kelly. You aren’t alone,” she said. “You aren’t the only one they did that to.”


  Loren felt like she’d been gut-punched. “What are you talking about?”


  “Them,” the girl said. “I was at a party there last year. One of my friends is friends with Chelsea and told me she heard you’d disappeared from the party.” The girl glanced around. “Campus police wouldn’t do anything about it,” she said. “I waited too long. I went in three days later.” She stared down at her hands. “I don’t know if you’ll have any better luck than I did.”


  White-hot fury engulfed Loren. “Why didn’t they do anything about it?”


  She shrugged but didn’t meet Loren’s gaze. “Told me I should have been more careful what I drank.” She finally looked at Loren. “I didn’t drink. Just a soda. Which Walter got for me. That’s the last thing I remembered.”


  The white-hot lava turned to ice in Loren’s veins. That was exactly what the damn cop had told her, too. Verbatim. Ross hadn’t been allowed in the interview room with her. Hadn’t heard the guy say it.


  And she hadn’t told Ross or Emily that the cop had said it. “They didn’t say anyone else had reported anything.”


  “If Sgt. Lansing is the one who took your report, it probably got shredded the minute you walked out,” the girl bitterly said. “I looked into it. He’s friends with Kessling’s father. They went to school together. Apparently poor kids like us, we don’t get justice.”


  Loren made her way home after they finished talking. She was curled up in a ball and crying when Ross, who now had a key to their place, came in and found her an hour later.


  “What happened?” he asked, gathering her into his arms.


  She tearfully told him what Kelly had told her. And that Kelly had found out there were others.


  Many others.


  Most hadn’t reported it, terrified of the men carrying out their threat to rape them again.


  Several of them had dropped out.


  As Ross quietly listened, rocking her, gently tapping that comforting rhythm against her arm with his fingers, Loren realized the life she’d wanted for herself was over.


  She didn’t know what was in store for her, but she’d utterly lost faith in the system, had lost faith in most humans.


  Once Ross graduated, she’d likely lose him, too. At least his quiet, solid presence.


  There was no way she could make it through another semester without him. She didn’t even want to try.


  “I promise I’ll make this right, baby. I’m going to make this right. You have to trust me.”


  “They won’t do anything!” she said. “The cops don’t give a shit. And since it happened on campus, they have jurisdiction. If I try reporting it to the city cops, they’ll just pass it off and say they didn’t have enough evidence to proceed. They’ve won.”


  “No, they haven’t,” he quietly insisted. “And they won’t. I promise. Have faith in me, Loren, even if you can’t have faith in anyone or anything else.”


  As she settled into his arms to cry, she knew she did have faith in him.


  But that was about all she had left.


  


  * * * *


  


  The whispering voice near Loren’s ear scared the crap out of her, almost making her scream. “Just a little reminder that if you try to report us again, we’ll be back with worse.”


  She didn’t move, belatedly realizing she’d inadvertently isolated herself in a far corner of the library in one of the study carrels.


  By the time she made herself turn and look, she spotted the back of someone she suspected was Walter Kessling disappearing around one of the stacks.


  Hands trembling, Loren gathered her books and papers and raced for the elevator bank. She punched the call button several times and finally bolted through the stairwell door, running down the three flights of stairs to the lobby where she burst out into the entryway.


  From there, she ran home.


  That’s where Ross found her twenty minutes later when he arrived.


  “What happened?” he demanded when he got a look at her.


  She tried not to tell him at first, afraid for him. But when he finally ordered her to tell him, his mouth set in a grim line as he pulled her close and held her while she cried.


  “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I’m taking care of it.”


  “You can’t do anything,” she said. “They’ve got money.”


  “I don’t care how much money they have,” he said. “They won’t get away with this.”


  Loren wondered how long it would be until that night was no longer hovering in the back of her mind.


  And if she’d have to break her promise to Ross not to drop out.


  Chapter Six


  


  Eight weeks after that night, and Loren still didn’t truly have her life back. The bleeding had, at least, finally stopped.


  Unfortunately, the resulting infection she’d gone through had left her with a lasting reminder. The initial opinion was that she likely wouldn’t be able to conceive due to the extensive scarring. But doctors had left the door open to hope, insisting that it was still too soon to tell. That medical procedures were advancing at an amazing rate. That her body might heal itself. That it was too soon to truly tell.


  It didn’t take a psychic to read between the lines. That, for now at least, it wasn’t an issue. She didn’t have a boyfriend anyway.


  Being able to get pregnant was the least of her concerns when it took every effort to just drag herself to class every day. If it hadn’t been for her parents paying her living expenses to start with, she couldn’t have stayed in the apartment with Emily. She’d told her concerned parents she’d caught mono at work and the doctors told her she couldn’t work there because of the food service, but she could attend classes. They hadn’t pressed for more details and deposited a little extra in her personal account every week for her to buy food.


  Ross, when he wasn’t working or in classes, spent as much time as he could there at the apartment with Loren.


  And she didn’t miss how he always seemed to bring groceries with him.


  Tonight, however, she was alone. It was a Wednesday night, and Emily had gone home with Mark for a family thing and wouldn’t be back until morning. Loren had double- and triple-checked the locks on the apartment door, as well as the latches on the windows in Emily’s room, her own room, and the living room.


  At least the bathroom didn’t have a window, a fact for which she was now extremely grateful.


  She tried to watch TV. They couldn’t afford cable, and the four network channels—if you counted the PBS affiliate broadcasting from the university nearby—carried nothing to hold her interest.


  She tried reading.


  Finally, around ten o’clock, she gave up and turned on the radio, low, to a classical music station and lay down in bed.


  Then she got up, locked her bedroom door, and tried again.


  Ross had promised her that, one day, she’d regain her peace of mind.


  At this rate, she’d be in her eighties before that happened.


  She’d just dozed off when something startled her awake. She wasn’t sure what, at first, until she heard it again.


  A very soft tapping on her window. Through the curtain, she saw the shadow of someone crouched on the fire escape outside.


  Scurrying backward off the bed, she fell as she felt the scream locked in her throat. The shadow was saying something, too low for her to make out in her panic as she gasped for air and scrambled to get the lock on her door unfastened.


  It was only then she realized the tapping was a familiar, soothing rhythm.


  Ross.


  Turning, she tried to peer through the small gap in the curtains from where she crouched by her bedroom door. Then she could hear him more clearly.


  “Lor. It’s me.”


  Approaching carefully, she rounded to the side of the window, trying to see past the edge of the curtains without moving them. Sure enough, it was a Ross-shaped shadowy lump perched there.


  Opening the curtains, she confirmed it.


  Her hands trembled as she got the window open and let him in.


  That’s when the smell hit her, knocking her back. “Holy crap, what have you been drinking?”


  “I haven’t.” He turned and closed and locked the window behind him, pulling the curtain closed after peering through the window in all directions. “Is Emily home?”


  “No. You know she and Mark went home. You scared the crap out of me!” She swatted at his arm, but not too hard.


  She was, frankly, glad to see him. “And why’d you come up the fire escape?”


  He turned, the smell of gasoline and alcohol wafting over her and nearly churning her stomach. He gently grasped her shoulders. “Before I say or do anything else, I need a serious answer from you.”


  Her pulse still struggled to settle into a regular pace, but she nodded.


  “I mean it,” he said. “If you can’t promise to do this for me, I need to leave and you need to say you never saw me tonight.”


  “What is it? You’re scaring me.”


  “When did Emily leave?”


  “Mark picked her up about five thirty. Why?”


  “Are you prepared to say I was here all night? Regardless of what it might look like to anyone? That I got here around seven and spent the entire night with you?”


  “Ross, what—”


  “I mean it, Loren. Yes, or no. No is an acceptable answer, but you need to say you never saw me tonight, if that’s the answer you choose.”


  “Yes,” she softly said. She didn’t want him to leave. She’d say whatever he told her to keep that from happening.


  “We ate, we made love, and we fell asleep,” he said. “I spent the entire night.”


  She nodded.


  “Say it back to me.”


  “We ate, we made love, and we fell asleep. You spent the entire night.” She wished that second option was true. Ross was maybe the only eligible man on the planet she had anything approaching romantic feelings for. He was safety, and lately she only truly relaxed when with him.


  Ever since that night.


  “When is Emily due back?”


  “Not until tomorrow after classes. She went home for the night. Mark picked her up. Their little brother had a Scout thing or something tonight they didn’t want to miss.”


  He stepped closer. “Okay. I need to wash my clothes. This part didn’t happen. There was nothing amiss when I arrived at…” When he didn’t finish, she realized he was waiting for her to finish the sentence.


  “Around seven,” she said.


  He smiled. She realized from the way her heart flipped that she’d kill, do anything to earn that smile from him.


  “That’s my good girl,” he whispered, kissing her on the forehead.


  “Why do your clothes—”


  He gently laid a finger over her lips. “Do you trust me?”


  She nodded.


  “I made something right tonight. If you trust me, you have to promise me never to ask me about this again. Ever. Never ask about it, never talk about it, never bring it up, never mention it. Understand? This never happened. You have to accept what I’m telling you now as the only thing you’ll ever hear about it. Otherwise, I need to leave right now, and you go back to the story that you never saw me tonight. I will not hold it against you, I promise. But that is an unbreakable rule I cannot bend. I can’t tell you, and I never want to lie to you.”


  She studied his brown eyes in the dim light. They looked coal black in the darkness, intently focused on her.


  She didn’t want him to leave.


  Loren nodded.


  He smiled again. “Good girl.” Another kiss pressed to her forehead, tender, and yet still stoking the coals of those fires she thought that night had put out for good.


  She did trust Ross.


  With her life.


  “Can you please show me how to work the washer?” he asked.


  She led him to the utility closet off the kitchen where the stacked washer and dryer unit sat. He stripped down completely, grabbing a clean towel from the dryer, from the load she hadn’t folded yet, and wrapped it around his waist. Even his socks and underwear went in. When he sniffed his sneakers, he considered it, then tossed them in, too. He ran the water level at full, temperature warm, and added enough soap for a full load.


  Once that was going, he turned to her again. “May I please take a shower?” He didn’t smell as much like gasoline and booze now, but she nodded and grabbed an extra towel and washcloth for him from the clean load in the dryer.


  “Have you eaten yet?” she asked before he closed the bathroom door.


  “No.”


  “Can I make you something?”


  He turned, opening the bathroom door again, that smile on his face. “I would greatly appreciate it, sweetheart. Thank you.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  It wouldn’t be hard to lie about what they ate. Loren made him a grilled cheese sandwich and fed him the rest of the leftover tomato soup she had put in the fridge. The same meal she’d had earlier.


  When he emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam fifteen minutes later, no trace of the two strange odors remained. He smelled like her shampoo and soap, his hair damp.


  She sat at the table with him and watched while he ate. “Oh, I didn’t get you something to drink. I’m sorry.” She started to stand, but he gently caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing it, staying her.


  “I can get it, sweetheart.” He stood and retrieved the clean glass she’d used earlier from the drain board, a few ice cubes, and water.


  When he returned to the table, he smiled. “This is good. Thank you.”


  She blushed a little at the compliment, secretly thrilled by it. “Just grilled cheese and soup. Nothing fancy.”


  “Is this what you ate earlier?”


  She nodded.


  His smile widened. “Good girl.”


  Something inside her twisted in a good way. She loved the way it sounded when he said that.


  He also wouldn’t let her wash his dishes for him. He did it, standing there wearing his towel and nothing else. By the time he finished with that, his clothes were ready for the dryer. She pulled the clean towels and sheets out of the dryer and dumped them on the couch to fold.


  After a test sniff of the wet laundry, Ross nodded and put them into the dryer. He started to put his sneakers in with the clothes, then reconsidered.


  “These will make a lot of noise. If they’re still damp in the morning, it won’t kill me.” He walked over to her bedroom door and set them inside the doorway. Then he joined her at the sofa, helping her fold the laundry.


  “Can I use one of these sheets tonight?” he asked.


  “Why?”


  “For the couch. And do you have a spare pillow?”


  “Why are you sleeping on the couch?”


  He turned to her again, his arms resting on her shoulders. She wanted to drop to her knees in front of him, wrap her arms around his legs, and beg him to never leave her.


  Instead, she struggled to focus on what he said.


  “Sweetheart, believe me, I do want to sleep with you. But I don’t think you’re quite as ready for that as you might think you are. You and I need to have some talks before that happens.”


  “We can talk tonight.”


  He gently smiled, looking a little sad. “I know. But I also need to see what the next few days bring. I refuse to make you a promise I can’t keep yet.” He captured her hands again and drew them up to his bare chest.


  She felt his heart beating against her hands. “Loren,” he said, “In addition to what I’ve already asked of you tonight, I need to ask one more thing.”


  She nodded.


  “I need you to trust me. And to understand that I have a plan I can’t talk to you about right now. I need to ask for your patience. I’m not going anywhere. Not willingly, at least.” That caveat chilled her, but he continued. “We’ll have a talk soon. But I need you to be able to wait. Can you do that for me?”


  “For how long?”


  “Not long, I hope. Likely before the end of the semester.”


  She breathed a sigh of relief. That was just a few weeks away. “Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ross had apparently meant what he said. He refused all her attempts to get him to sleep in bed with her, even if just to sleep, or to let her take the couch and let him have her bed. Or even take her bed and she’d sleep in Emily’s room.


  He did tuck her into bed, though. And told her she could keep her bedroom door open, if she wanted. From there, she could see him lying on the couch, the TV on, volume turned down low as he watched an old B monster movie on the late show.


  At least his presence proved a comfort to her despite his absence from her bed. Knowing she was safe with him there in the apartment, she was able to quickly fall asleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Early the next morning, Ross threw his sneakers into the dryer with two dirty towels to help soften the noise and turned it on high for a few minutes to try to get some of the dampness out of them. It was a little after dawn, but already the normal morning sounds on the street outside were winding up as the city awoke and started its day.


  She fixed him scrambled eggs, wishing he didn’t have to go, but he needed to run home before class. When he had to leave, he pulled her close by the front door, holding her as she stood there in her bathrobe, her arms around him.


  She wished he’d never let her go.


  Finally, he pressed another kiss to her forehead. “When did I get here last night?” he softly asked.


  “Around seven,” she said. “I made us grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, and then we spent the rest of the evening in bed before we fell asleep. I knew Emily would be gone so that’s why I invited you over.”


  “Such a good girl,” he whispered.


  Desperately, she clutched at him. “Please, don’t go.” An irrational fear swept through her.


  She didn’t know why she suddenly worried maybe she might not ever see him again, but it rushed through her like a strong, terrifyingly nasty flood of sewage.


  “I have to. But I’ll try to come back tonight around seven, if that’s okay?”


  “Yes. But Emily will be here.”


  “That’s okay. I’ll bring pizza for all three of us.”


  “Thank you.”


  He tipped her chin up so he could look her in the eyes. In the waxing morning light, his eyes looked sweet and brown, like the coffee she’d just served him, with milk and sugar.


  When she thought about the odors of gasoline and booze wafting from him upon his arrival last night, she shoved them away.


  That didn’t happen.


  “Be my good girl today, okay?” he softly said. “Go to class. Try to have a good day. Remember, I’ll be back tonight.”


  She nodded, eagerly.


  Then he smiled. That smile.


  He leaned in and pressed a tender kiss to her lips, mouth closed, before releasing her. “Lock the door after me,” he said.


  She let him out and heard him waiting there for the sound of her shooting the deadbolt, locking the knob, and putting the chain back on. Only then did she hear his footsteps head down the hallway toward the stairs.


  Rushing to the front window, she saw him emerge onto the front sidewalk a moment later, turning and waving to her.


  She smiled, waving back, and watched as he walked down to where his car was parked on the street on the other side and halfway down the block.


  Why did he park down there?


  Never mind. Doesn’t matter.


  Now with the apartment feeling hauntingly empty without his comforting presence, she turned on the TV, to the NBC affiliate, to listen to what was left of their morning news before the Today Show came on in about twenty minutes.


  She was back in the kitchen when the reporter’s voice hit her and the plate she was washing slipped from her hands and clattered into the sink, where it shattered.


  “To recap the local tragedy from overnight, authorities still haven’t officially identified the four victims in the fiery car crash late last night out on Cumberland Road, pending next of kin notification and positive ID. But initial reports say the car was registered to one George Kessling, of Pittsburgh…”


  The next thing Loren realized, she was standing in front of the TV, watching, her left hand jammed in her mouth as she bit down on it to keep from screaming.


  “…His son, Walter Kessling, is a registered student at UPenn. Authorities are currently trying to locate Walter…”


  Loren sank to the floor as she watched, rocking herself. The reporter was on the scene, where ambulances, fire trucks, tow trucks, and Highway Patrol cars were parked next to a section of road. The footage cut away to an aerial scene that looked like it had been filmed from a traffic chopper just after daybreak, smoke still rising from the charred husk of a vehicle lying at the bottom of the hundred-foot drop and in the center of a blackened circle of burned brush.


  “…And they still haven’t retrieved the bodies yet due to the hazardous conditions. Authorities needed to wait until daylight so they didn’t risk personnel…”


  Another cutaway to an interview conducted with a patrolman before daylight hit. In the background could be seen the glow from down in the valley, the wrecked vehicle still burning.


  “By the time someone saw it and called it in, the car was completely engulfed, as was some of the brush around it. We couldn’t get anyone down there fast enough or close enough without risking their lives. All we could do was dump water on it from a tanker truck up on the road. Still trying to put everything out, as you can see. Recovery will have to wait until daylight.”


  The camera cut back to the reporter. Loren couldn’t remember her name, but suspected she’d never forget the striped blouse and dark blazer the woman wore. “Once the fire was extinguished, they sent a man down the steep embankment to check the wreckage. He found the four deceased victims in the car, which had landed on its roof. Authorities will be sending more men down within the next hour to begin the grim recovery task. Roger.”


  “Kallie, do authorities know what happened yet?” the male anchor in the studio asked.


  “Well, Roger, from the evidence, it would seem the car was going at a high rate of speed on this dirt road, and plunged off the road just before the guardrail started.”


  “Is alcohol suspected as a contributing factor?”


  “Authorities at the scene declined to comment on that since they haven’t even officially identified the victims yet. That will have to await the autopsy results, but they assured me all avenues of investigation will be pursued. This is Kallie Swanson for NBC7. Back to you.”


  “Thank you, Kallie. She will remain on the scene throughout the morning, and we’ll be updating our viewers with any news we receive. Stay tuned to—”


  Loren shut the TV off, her left hand still jammed in her mouth.


  She knew who the victims in the car were.


  With certainty.


  Would have known exactly who they were even if the reporter hadn’t identified the car’s owner.


  What had Ross said when he arrived?


  I made something right tonight.


  Walter Kessling.


  Charles Van Hardy.


  Lawrence Busch.


  David Corning.


  Their beds would be empty this morning.


  And remain that way.


  Then the giggles started, staying with her as she walked into the bedroom, one hand still jammed in her mouth as she grabbed her clothes for her shower. She finally pulled her hand out of her mouth as she stripped to get into the shower, the giggles turning into laughter that at some point turned into relieved sobs, heaving, quiet ones as she rested her head on her arms against the cool tile of the shower wall.


  Never again would she have to look over her shoulder.


  Never again would she have to worry—however remote the chance—about facing them at a trial.


  Never again.


  He made it right.


  He couldn’t fix it, but he kept his promise to make it right.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Now…


  


  Sully slowly stirred his iced tea with his straw. No way in hell would he ever reveal what Loren had just confessed to him.


  Not to mention he now respected Ross even more than before.


  Was he a retired cop? Yes.


  Did he blame Ross for what he did?


  Nope.


  Had they been friends at the time, Sully would hope he could have been the kind of friend Ross could have asked for help. Because he would have gladly helped those four asshole rapists make their way into the hereafter. Men like that used women, thought nothing of them, believed they were merely there for the taking. No better than worthless, disposable property.


  They also tended to breed future generations of men who didn’t treat women any better.


  “You do realize,” Sully finally said, speaking slowly and very low after a careful glance around, “that you probably were not their first victim.”


  “I know I wasn’t. They told me that much, that they’d gotten away with it before. And because they were on the football team, they could pretty much do whatever they wanted. When they threatened me they said they’d do it again, even worse next time, if I didn’t let it drop. And then there was the other girl who came to me and told me they’d done it to her, too.”


  “You also have no proof he had anything to do with their…accident.”


  Loren arched an eyebrow at him.


  “No, seriously,” he said. “It’s all circumstantial. Reasonable doubt. You don’t know what happened. Ross never admitted to you what happened.” He shrugged. “Coincidence.”


  “If I refuse to talk to this woman, it’s going to look suspicious, isn’t it? If she’s dug something up that I don’t know about and confronts me with it, what am I supposed to do?”


  “For starters, if there was anything, any evidence, it would have come to light long ago. Secondly, like you said, it was thirty years ago. Memories fade, change, get distorted. So what if your recollection differs? And thirdly, but most importantly, you don’t have to go talk to her. Or if you feel you must talk with her, then do it over the phone.”


  “I think part of me wants to see what the sister of a monster looks like.”


  “Do you want me to go with you?”


  “No, that’s okay. I need to do this myself.”


  “Or wait until Ross is back in town and let him go,” Sully suggested.


  “I don’t want to do that, either. I promised him I’d never bring this topic up to him.”


  “I’m sure he didn’t mean in a situation like this.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I don’t disobey him. And I want this done as soon as possible so she goes away. I don’t want her anywhere near him.”


  “Or you know he’ll say no.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe.”


  “Then it sounds like you’ve made up your mind. You’re not my wife, nor are you my slave. I’m not going to order you one way or the other, if that’s what you’re looking for.”


  “I…” She took a deep breath. “My college roommate, Emily, she died ten years ago in a car accident. Other than Ross, and the girl who came to me after it happened to me, no one knows. Well, and the asshole campus cop who blew me off. I don’t think Emily ever told Mark what happened. I know Ross didn’t. I’ve never even talked to a counselor about it. I was afraid to, that they might report it. I needed to get it out of me to someone I trusted. I think that’s mostly why I came here today.”


  He reached across the table and gently squeezed her hand. “Thank you for having that level of trust in me.”


  He hoped if Clarisse ever needed to talk to someone the way Loren was now talking to him, that she would go to Ross to unburden herself.


  Although in Clarisse’s case, maybe she didn’t feel even the slightest bit of guilt.


  Nor should she.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Then…


  


  Emily and Mark had gone home for the weekend. It was a Friday night, and Ross and Loren had the apartment to themselves. She’d fixed him dinner and he’d promised tonight they would talk after they ate.


  It took him a few moments to gather his thoughts before he spoke.


  “If you want to be with me, there’s something you need to know,” Ross said. “And I honestly don’t know, after what you went through, if it’s a good idea for you.”


  It was two weeks after the “tragic accident.”


  Loren wondered if it made her a horrible person for feeling so at peace, especially with Ross.


  Because of Ross and what she knew deep in her heart he’d done.


  For her.


  He’d made it right, just like he’d promised.


  She lay curled up on the couch, her head in his lap. Ross stroked her hair with one hand, the fingers of his other hand laced through hers, tapping that three-beat rhythm.


  “What?” she asked.


  His sigh sounded weary, world-worn. “I’m not exactly a normal guy, Lor. Not when it comes to what I want, what I need in life.”


  “Are you gay?” she quietly asked.


  “What? No. Why did you ask that?”


  “You never made a move on me before, so I just wondered.”


  He finally chuckled. “No, I’m definitely not gay.” He squeezed her hand. “I’ve always wanted you.”


  She looked up at him. “Then why didn’t you say anything before?” Maybe if he had, she wouldn’t have ended up at that stupid party in the first place—


  No. This isn’t his fault.


  “Because it’s not easy to open myself up. Not about this.”


  She sat up and looked at him. “Then tell me.”


  His gaze seemed to search her face, examining every inch of her as if he was worried this might be the last time he’d see her. Finally, he stroked her cheek. “I’m the kind of guy that I need a woman who will submit to me.”


  She felt her heart sink a little. “What do you mean?”


  He tucked her hair behind her ears, as if stalling for time. “I need to be in control,” he quietly said. “In bed, and out of it.”


  “Like, you’d tell me what to do?” Then again, after what happened that night, hadn’t she let him do exactly that? Ever since then, Ross had taken control of her life, gently steering and guiding her. Taking care of her.


  “Sort of. Not to be a doormat. I don’t want that.” He gently clutched her hands in his, brought them to his chest.


  A feeling of peace and calm settled over her.


  Safety.


  Being loved. Cared for.


  “You know how in the 1950s, how women ran the home, and they did what their husbands said, and they had traditional roles?”


  She nodded.


  “Sort of like that. Only…not.”


  “That doesn’t make sense.”


  He smiled. “I know. It’s hard to explain. I want you to finish school and get your degree. I want you to have a job, to work, if that’s what you want.”


  Her heart skipped, racing as she realized he was speaking as if they were together.


  “But,” he continued, “while we will discuss things, while I’ll ask your opinion, there might be times you don’t like my decisions. I will still expect you to abide by them. And if you disobey me, I might spank you.”


  An image flashed through her mind, of his hand stroking her bare ass before bringing his palm down against her flesh. Of her writhing over his lap while he kept one hand fisted in her hair and spanked her with the other.


  She wanted it.


  “And there might be times I spank you because I want to,” he added. “I’m a sadist.”


  A chill settled in her. “You like to hurt people?”


  “Only if they want it. Not like…not that.” He stroked her cheek, so softly, so tenderly, she couldn’t ever imagine his hands hurting her. “But see, that’s the problem. I’m the way I am. There are lots of people who want a partner who is like me. I don’t want to force someone to be what I need them to be. It needs to be inside you already. You need to want to drop to your knees in front of me. You need to have that desire to serve me.”


  Dropping to her knees would be easy. She’d already thought that before, that she wished she could do just that.


  Hold onto him, never let him go.


  She’d been through hell and back. A little pain?


  Easy.


  “What if I say I want it?” she whispered.


  “I wish I could believe that. I think you think you want it. But is it something you can be for the rest of your life? I’ll never force you to stay. But I plan on getting married for life and staying that way. So if you can’t give yourself to me and understand that I will be in charge, that I will have the final say, that I will be the head of this household, then don’t make me a promise you can’t keep.”


  “Is it all about just doing what you say?”


  He leaned in, his hand gently cupping the nape of her neck, his forehead touching hers. “No, sweetheart,” he said. “It’s about me being able to take care of you. Protecting you. Not about restricting you. It’s about me kil—” He closed his mouth on what she suspected he was about to say.


  About me killing for you.


  “About me caring for you,” he said. “Dying for you, if that’s what it takes. Giving you all of me. In return, I expect you to give me all of you.”


  “I want to work,” she said. “I want to get my degree.”


  “I know. And I want you to have that.”


  “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


  He let out another of those sad sounding sighs. “If I told you to assume a position and hold it for me as long as I told you to, would you do it?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If I put you on your knees on the floor, and told you to stay. An hour, maybe two. Would you do it?”


  “I…I don’t know if I could. I’d try.”


  “Failure means punishment. There might be times I set you up to push your limits, to see how far you can go before you fail.”


  “Why would you want me to fail?”


  He gently kissed her. “So I can catch you when you do and show you that, no matter what, I’ll always love you. That nothing you could ever do would ever make me stop loving you. And then we try all over again.”


  He pulled away, staring into her eyes, the corners crinkled. “And because I’m a sadist. Sometimes, I want to see you fail so I can punish you. And you’ll know it, too. It’s a cat and mouse game. And for training. Because punishment is always followed by a reward.”


  “Reward?”


  His brown eyes looked deep, warm, inviting. An eyebrow deliciously arched. “Orgasms,” he said. “Every punishment followed by an orgasm. Until your body gets to the point it craves pain to get the reward. Until the two are so mixed up together in here”—he gently touched the center of her forehead with his right index finger—“that one equates to the other.”


  Sadness filled her. “I can’t let myself be beaten.”


  “No,” he sternly said. “Never beaten. Not like what you think.” He looked like he was trying to figure out how to word it. “I guess it is hard to process if you don’t understand what I mean.”


  “Show me.”


  He studied her carefully, watchfully. “You say that, but you don’t understand.”


  “Then show me. Let me decide if it’s too much. Show me what it might be like, and let me make up my mind about it.”


  “After what you’ve been through—”


  “If I ask you to stop, will you? If you show me, and it’s too much for me, and I ask you to stop, will you stop?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then show me.”


  “It’s not like that all the time, though. You won’t be able to safeword your way out of a spanking if it’s what I’ve decided you’ll have for punishment for breaking a rule.”


  “Okay. Then show me your worst.”


  His expression clouded. “I never want to show you that. Ever.”


  “Then show me what I need to see to make up my mind.”


  “But—”


  “They didn’t stop. They didn’t ask me what I wanted. I’m telling you what I want. If nothing else, I want a good memory in my brain. I want a memory of your hands on me, of your lips on me. I want that memory to carry with me, always, even if I decide I can’t do this.”


  “You’re sounding like you’re pretty sure this is what you want,” he said.


  “Yeah,” she quietly said. “Because you’re already sounding pretty sure I’m who you want.”


  “I do want you. More than you know. But I also know—”


  “Show me.”


  After contemplation, he finally stood and held his hands out to her, helping her stand.


  “For tonight,” he said, “if you need me to stop, you say red. If I ask how you’re doing, you say green, yellow, or red. Just like a stop light.”


  “Okay.”


  “Yes, Sir,” he corrected.


  She swallowed. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  He smiled. “That’s my good girl. If you decide you want this, when we’re alone, you’ll address me as Sir.”


  That felt right to her. “Yes, Sir.”


  He let out a soft noise she thought sounded like a groan. “Baby, you keep saying that, I’m not going to want you to stop.”


  She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  He placed one of her hands over the front of his jeans, where he now sported a very sizable bulge. “See, that’s what that does to me. This is why I need it. One of the reasons. Beyond it’s part of who I am. I’m a leader, not a follower.” He squeezed her hand over his cock. “It’s just the way I am.”


  “You said you wouldn’t force me to stay, but that you won’t get divorced.”


  “If I marry you, it’s for life. But if you decide you want out, you have to be the one to leave. I won’t keep you with me, I won’t make you stay, I won’t sabotage your leaving. But you have to be the one to do it, because once I make a promise to you for life, to love and protect you, I mean it. Do you understand?”


  Her insides fluttered in a good way. “Yes, Sir.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dammit, if she kept saying that, there was no fucking way in hell Ross would ever let her go again.


  Not if he had anything to say about it.


  He loved her. He knew he was in love with her. He hated that he waited to make a move, to let her know he liked her.


  He felt responsible for what had happened to her. If he’d told her sooner how he felt, instead of being a dumbass and waiting, maybe it never would have happened.


  Unfortunately, he’d let fear rule his actions, afraid of scaring her off, thinking that would be the worst thing that could happen.


  How wrong he’d been.


  There were far worse things. And she’d paid the price for his reticence.


  He released her hand and stepped back. “Undress,” he softly said.


  She stared at him for only a second before she pulled off her oversized T-shirt. Then she hooked her fingers in the waistband of her panties and pulled them down, too.


  Gorgeous. Perfect. She wasn’t a skinny twig, one of those girls who always hit the fitness center or ran themselves ragged, or starved themselves.


  His cock screamed to get free.


  Taking a slow, deep breath, he circled her, stopping behind her. “Arms at your sides,” he softly said, barely trusting his voice.


  She complied.


  “When I ask you to undress, unless I tell you something different, you’ll stand and wait for me just like this. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Fuck. She was beyond sexy, and she had no clue. That was even more debilitating to his reserve, that she was utterly in the dark about the pull, the power she had over him.


  He stepped in behind her, his hands on her hips, pulling her ass against his cock. Leaning in so he could whisper in her ear, he said, “If you really want to be with me, I will own you. Body, heart, and soul. That means if I want to slide my cock between your lips or up that beautiful ass of yours, I will. Can you accept that?”


  “Only if you don’t go from my ass right to my mouth. Sir,” she added.


  He laughed. “Ew. Yeah, that won’t happen. Don’t worry. See? That’s good. That was a discussion about a hard limit. There will be times I’ll ask you for your hard limit, and I will respect it.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  He caressed her, slowly sliding his fingertips up her arms. “I have no desire to break or harm you, baby. I only want to own you. And I don’t break my toys.”


  “Am I just a toy to you?”


  He froze. “Sorry. Bad choice of words on my part.” He turned her to face him, cradling her chin in his hands again. “I love you,” he whispered. “And I wish like hell I’d said it sooner. You’re the center of my universe. The only woman I want. I just need to know you can live the way I have to live and be okay with it.”


  He caught her soft gasp. “I love you, too, Sir,” she said.


  Closing his eyes, he rested his forehead against hers. “Then I just guess we’re going to have to figure out how to make this work for us, aren’t we?”


  “Yes, Sir. That’s what I want.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Ross laced his fingers through Loren’s and led her to the bedroom, leaving her standing near the end of the bed. Loren’s heart raced, fear and love and excitement mixing and melding and becoming a delicious, sexy haze clouding her mind and making her clit throb and her juices flow.


  Then Ross pointed at the floor and snapped his fingers.


  Loren sank to her knees, her eyes on him.


  His smile twisted her heart around his soul. Anything he wanted, she’d do it. She trusted him.


  At any time before now, he could have easily seduced her, taken advantage of her, and he hadn’t. He had never harmed her.


  And, instinctively, she knew he would rather die than harm her.


  He stepped over to her and her face was at cock level. The bulge in his jeans was perfectly positioned, she could nuzzle it, if she wanted to.


  He stroked her hair, eventually gathering a handful of it in his left hand, tenderly fisting it, not hurting her, but definitely in control.


  “Unfasten my jeans, baby,” he said. “Take it out.”


  With trembling hands she did, wanting to not mess this up, wanting to please him.


  He made a soft, low sound when her fingers touched his flesh, his cock rigid as she fished it out of his briefs. She wanted to immediately engulf it with her mouth, but his hand in her hair prevented that.


  “Just open your lips, baby. You let me drive. Keep your hands palms-down on your thighs.


  She complied, waiting.


  He smiled down at her. “My good girl.”


  She knew from that moment on that, besides his sexy smile, she’d do anything to hear him coo those three words.


  Three. Little. Words.


  With just the tip of his cock between her lips, she flicked her tongue against the head, along the slit, tasting salty pre-cum. She wanted more, wanted it all.


  Another low hiss escaped him. “I don’t want to blow, baby. Take it slow. Take it easy.”


  He took his time sliding his cock into her mouth, holding her in place by the hair. She didn’t miss the fact that he was careful, gentle, going slow, not wanting to gag her on it.


  His eyes never left hers. “There might be times where I make you kneel there and give me a long, slow blow job, baby. You going to be okay with that?”


  She couldn’t nod her head very much, but she hoped he understood yes, she was really okay with that. She wanted this, wanted him.


  With his free hand, he stroked her hair. “There might be nights where I get home, and all I want is to sit down with my cock in your mouth while I stare at you. Or I might tie you up and fuck you until you come so many times you beg me for mercy. Or I might put you over my lap and spank that gorgeous ass of yours until it’s nice and pink before I bend you over the bed and fuck you silly. You going to be okay with that, baby?”


  She couldn’t speak with his cock down her throat, so she nodded,


  He smiled, playful, tender. “I need this not just to be in charge, but so I can protect you. Take care of you. I want you to be your own person, strong, able to take care of yourself when I’m not around. But when we’re together, I’m in charge. You follow me, you let me take care of you. I slay the dragons. It’s not just about ordering you around. It’s about all of it. It means I make a promise to you, for life, to always take care of you. Protect you. This isn’t just a one-sided you give and I take deal.”


  He withdrew his cock until just the tip remained between her lips. Desperately, she licked and sucked at it, trying to get him to let her work on it again. All she wanted to do was please him.


  Yes, he’d protect her. He had protected her. If she hadn’t gone to that party, that night wouldn’t have happened.


  But that wasn’t his fault.


  And he’d made things right.


  Caressing her cheek with his free hand, he smiled down at her. “Unless it’s cold, baby, or we have guests, you stay naked when we’re together alone at home. Understand?”


  She nodded.


  He eased his cock between her lips again, his moan matching hers as he filled her mouth.


  “Such a good girl,” he whispered. “My good girl.”


  Who was she kidding? She was in love with him. Maybe she had been from the very beginning. No way in hell would she leave him. Ever.


  Never.


  Then he pulled her off his cock, tipping her head back and staring down at her. “Time for my good girl to get her spanking.”


  Her heart raced, fear and passion twined together. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Are you even going to ask why?”


  “Because you want me to see what it’s like.”


  “Yes and no. This is a punishment.”


  “For what?”


  He bent and leaned in, eye-to-eye. “For going to that party without asking my permission first. You are not responsible for what happened, and I do not blame you. I blame myself for not telling you all this sooner. I wasn’t able to protect you, and that’s my fault. From this point forward, unless it’s to work, class, or the store, unless I’ve cleared it first, you ask me before you go without me. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Unless it’s somewhere with Emily or Mark, of course. They’re the exception. If you’re with them, it’s okay as long as you’re with them. I’m sure over the years we’ll have more exemptions, but for now, you ask first.”


  She smiled.


  “What’s the smile for?” he asked.


  “You’re talking as if this is a sure thing.”


  He kissed her, hard, slanting his mouth over hers and taking her breath away, controlling her with the hand in her hair. When he finally lifted his mouth from hers, his voice sounded hoarse, barely controlled. “That’s because you’re mine, and I’ll be damned if I’ll ever let anyone ever hurt you again. Do you understand me?”


  She felt weak, but in a good way, a feather in the face of his hurricane.


  She was happy to be swept away by him.


  “Yes, Sir,” she said.


  He pulled her to her feet and over to the bed, where he sat and hauled her over his lap, facedown.


  His left hand still remained fisted in her hair as he stroked her ass with his right. “You’re going to take this spanking for me, aren’t you?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “It’s going to hurt,” he said. “Because I want you to remember how much it hurts next time you even think about disobeying me. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “You’re going to cry, and you’re going to feel it tomorrow every time you sit down. You’re going to remember this spanking for a very, very long time. Every time you sit, you’ll remember who this ass belongs to. Who you belong to. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He didn’t even give her time to think about it. The first hit, hard, landed on her left ass cheek. She gasped but then he was smacking her ass, back and forth, hard, stinging smacks that got harder with each swat until she was crying and twisting across his lap.


  He paused, his hand on her flesh. “Legs down,” he ordered. “Don’t you ever try to stop me when I’m punishing you. I have to make sure you understand the rules. It’s the only way I can keep you safe, baby.”


  Through sheer force of will, she forced her legs straight again. He immediately started spanking her once more, and she found herself burying her face against the bedspread to muffle her howls of pain.


  She didn’t know how long the spanking lasted, or how many swats he gave her. But one second he was spanking her, and the next his hand was between her legs, playing with her clit.


  “You’re wet, baby. I don’t know if that was from earlier, or from the spanking, but it doesn’t matter. It won’t be long before you’re wet for me regardless.” He slid his thumb inside her pussy, two fingers playing with her clit.


  Her sniffles transformed to moans and she spread her legs wider for him.


  “That’s my good girl,” he said. “Nice red ass, reminded who’s in charge, who loves you. And good girls always get rewarded.”


  He did something with his thumb, hooked it up, and hit a sweet spot inside her she never knew existed. The orgasm slammed into her, her back arching as she tried to hump his hand with her hips.


  “There you go, sweetheart,” he softly encouraged. “I own you. I own your orgasms, I own your pain. I control it all. I want to give you as much pleasure as you can take and then some.”


  Something about the way he had his thumb pressing inside her, combined with his fingers massaging her clit, kept her orgasm rolling and boiling through her.


  The red-hot ass added something, too.


  He kept the hand in her hair, holding her in place as he massaged her clit and her pussy, her tears now ones of pleasure. The way her nipples chafed against the bedspread only added to the intensity.


  “Every punishment will always be followed by pleasure, sweetheart. I promise. But you don’t need to act out to get me to reward you. If I catch you ever doing that, you’ll remember it because I’ll use my belt on your ass.”


  That thought triggered yet another wave of pleasure she had to moan and writhe her way through across his lap.


  “Hmm. You really seem to like that idea,” he said, sounding amused. “You might have some masochist in you, baby. That would be perfect for both of us.” His hand sped up. “Just think, me coming home at night to fuck that sweet mouth of yours to get me nice and hard before I give you your spanking and then fuck your brains out. Showing you every day how much I love you.”


  She’d never come this hard, this long. Never. And she had—before—never had any problems rubbing one out if she was horny, either. This was the first time since then that she’d felt desire.


  Fisting the covers, she moaned her way through her orgasm, the stinging in her ass already fading as she rode Ross’ hand.


  “I’m going to marry you, baby,” he said. “I’m going to make you mine, and you and I are getting our happy ending. I’m going to spend the rest of our lives together taking care of you and keeping you happy. Understand?”


  “Yes…Sir!”


  “Such a good girl.” He did something else, changed position with his hand, and it felt like her world exploded in bright, sparkling shards of light. She bit down on the covers to stifle the scream of pleasure before she realized Ross was chuckling.


  “Oh, baby. You’re a squirter. You just soaked my jeans.” She was panting, still recovering as he pulled her up off his lap and kissed her. “Go get some towels before we soak your mattress.” He turned her around and delivered a swat to her ass, getting her moving.


  She could barely think, much less walk, but she made it to the closet and grabbed towels. When she returned to the bedroom, he had the bedspread pulled off and on the floor, and was stripping. The front of his jeans were soaked with a large, wet spot.


  He pointed at the bed. “Put them down there,” he said. “Because I plan on fucking at least one more out of you, and we’re not going to ruin your mattress.”


  She got them spread out and then he pushed her down, rolling her over onto her back as he climbed on top of her, his cock sliding home deep inside her. He grabbed her hands and held them over her head, pulling her legs up until her ankles were over his shoulders. Like that, he slowly started fucking her.


  As she stared up into his eyes, she realized she’d fight anyone who tried to get between him and her. Tooth and nail. To the death, if necessary. Whatever it was about him, she knew they were meant to be together. She’d learn how to make him happy, do whatever he needed to make him happy.


  Because making him happy made her happy.


  He slowly fucked her, grinding, rubbing against her clit at the bottom of every stroke. “Good grades, baby. I expect you to pull at the very least a B in every class. Understand? Not this semester, because I know it was hard on you. But starting next semester. If you don’t think you can do that, you will ask me to help you, or to help you find a tutor who can help you. You don’t have to work while you’re in school because I can take care of us. So you have no excuse not to study. For any grade less than a B, you will get twenty-five hard smacks with a paddle. And I mean hard ones.”


  She nodded, her brain a rainbow-swirled ocean of pleasure. “Yes, Sir.”


  He smiled, looking happy, lighter than she could ever remember seeing him, as if joy had been lacking in his life. “You’ll have chores to do, sweetheart. And if they’re not done the way they’re supposed to be, you’ll earn punishment.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He leaned in and kissed her again, devouring her. “I swear to god I’ll make you happy, baby. I’ll protect you. And right now, I’m going to make you come again. I want to feel that sweet pussy of yours that I now own grabbing my cock.”


  It wouldn’t take much. She was close anyway.


  “You never fake an orgasm with me,” he said. “If you don’t come, then you don’t come. But I catch you faking them, you’ll get another twenty-five hard ones with a paddle.”


  “Yes—ah!”


  She couldn’t finish because he’d carried through on that promise, at least, to fuck another one out of her.


  “Good girl,” he gasped, speeding up, fucking her harder, deeper, perfectly, as if made to fit her body exactly. All pleasure.


  Except for the chafing of her sore ass against the bed.


  It was only after he’d finished that it struck Loren they hadn’t used a condom. Not that it mattered, she supposed, but she wasn’t on the pill again yet.


  He fell still kissing her, as if savoring her. “Love you so, so much, baby.”


  “Love you, too, Sir.”


  He nuzzled her nose with his. “You sure you want this?”


  “Yes, Sir. Just one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I’m not back on the pill yet.”


  “Oh, shit!” He sat up, releasing her arms. “Lor, I’m sorry, I—”


  She reached up and touched a finger to his lips. “It’s okay,” she sadly said, bursting into tears.


  He rolled her onto her side, into his arms, holding her, stroking her hair. “Baby, I’m so fucking sorry. Dammit, I didn’t even think about that.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered.


  He pressed his lips against her forehead. “It does matter, if it’s what you want.”


  She realized he had followed her train of thought without needing a conductor to give him directions. “What if I can’t ever have kids?” she tearfully asked. “Will you still want me?”


  He tipped her face back so he could look into her eyes. “For starters, the doctors said it was too soon to tell. But we need to get you back on the pill. The discussion about having a baby is moot until you’ve got your degree.”


  “I need to work while I’m in school,” she said. “We’ll need the money.”


  He smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. “Wait here.”


  “Why?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  “Yes, Sir,” she quickly said.


  “Good girl.” He kissed her. “I’ll let that one go.” He climbed out of bed and disappeared into the living room. She couldn’t help but watch his ass as he walked out of the room.


  He was a damn good-looking man. Especially naked.


  He returned with several pieces of paper and reached over to turn on the bedside lamp before he sat on the edge of the bed. Then he laid the papers out on the bed.


  “Pick one,” he said.


  As she squinted, she realized what they were. “Acceptance letters?”


  He let her snuggle against his side, his arm around her shoulders. “Yep. You pick.”


  “But…” She stared at them. There were eight of them, from law schools all over the continental US. From Pennsylvania to California, and Florida to Illinois. “You want me to pick your law school?”


  He tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “I want you to be happy. I don’t give a shit where we live as long as you’re happy there. You pick.”


  “But your family is here.”


  “So? So’s yours. But to be honest, my father’s going to be really pissed off when he realizes that, other than law school, I have no plans to follow in his footsteps and seek public office. I don’t want to be elected. I just want to be an attorney. That’s all.” He indicated the letters. “Pick one, or I’ll shuffle them and have you randomly pick one.”


  Intimidated, she studied them all again, unsure. She looked up into his eyes, wondering if this was a joke, or a test.


  Then again, he had said he wanted to make her happy.


  He nodded toward them. “Do you trust me?” he asked her.


  She nodded.


  “Then trust me when I say I want you to do this. I told you, it’s not all about me getting what I want.”


  “This is big.”


  “And it’s how I want it to be.”


  From the look on his face, she suspected he was totally serious. “Can I ask for one thing?”


  “What’s that, sweetheart?”


  “Promise me you’ll never share me with anyone else. And you’ll never cheat on me.”


  His expression softened, almost breaking her heart with his tenderness. He kissed her, long and slow. “Sweetheart, as long as I’m physically able, I promise, I will never allow another man to touch you like that. Ever. And I will never, ever cheat on you. You are the only woman I will ever want.”


  Stroking his cheek, she nodded and returned her attention to the papers. She couldn’t make up her mind. There was a huge country out there he was offering her. She hadn’t traveled a lot, but remembered one vacation to Walt Disney World when she was about twelve. Her and her parents.


  It had been a fun time, the only time she’d been to Florida. Hell, the only time she’d been out of the Northeast.


  She reached down and picked the letter from Stetson Law School just outside of Tampa and handed it to him.


  He smiled as he read it. “Florida it is. We’ll fill out your application to the University of South Florida as soon as we can get you one. We’ll need your transcripts.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She knew instinctively it wouldn’t do any good to protest, to tell him no, it was okay, that she could sit out a semester.


  She knew he wouldn’t hear of it. Not now, not since he’d made up his mind this was how it would be.


  He leaned in and tenderly kissed her. “We’re going to be happy together,” he said. “We’ll start over down there, make our lives down there. We can come up and visit your family, have them come visit us.”


  “You don’t want to live up here?”


  “Not unless you do. I’m sick of winter. I’d like to be able to walk around in shorts in December and not worry about you having to drive in snow and ice.” He laced his fingers through hers and kissed her again. “Loren, will you please marry me?” he whispered.


  She tearfully nodded. “Yes, Sir. I want that more than anything.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Now…


  


  Loren sat at an outside table, in the shade but with her sunglasses securely in place. She’d opted to meet the woman at a nice restaurant in St. Pete, on the Intracoastal. Arriving nearly thirty minutes early, Loren had the hostess seat her on the back deck, in a shaded spot.


  She didn’t want to be here any longer than necessary, and hoped Melody Axlerod wouldn’t cause her any problems in the future.


  Not telling Ross about this ate her up inside, but Loren knew she’d take the punishment without complaint. She’d promised not to ask him about that night, not to talk about it.


  And in their nearly thirty years of marriage, she’d never violated that promise.


  And she never would. Ross wouldn’t even know what he was punishing her for, unless he asked her.


  And if he asked, she’d be forced to tell him, because she couldn’t lie to him.


  Maybe he wouldn’t ask.


  She hoped he wouldn’t.


  Loren ordered a glass of water. More to have something in her hands than to have something to drink. She didn’t want iced tea, that might send her to the bathroom too much. She wanted this done as quickly as possible, hopefully with little drama.


  She didn’t know exactly what Melody Axlerod knew about what happened. Considering the way the campus cops had acted, and the fact that no one had ever followed up with her with any questions after the “accident,” Loren had operated on the comforting belief that no record remained of that night.


  She’d hoped.


  Ross didn’t have a public Facebook profile for himself. He had one for the office, an official page for the firm, but he didn’t even have Loren friended on Facebook. He had his profile set so only friends of friends could send him friend requests, and there was absolutely no information on his profile except the information for the firm.


  But Ross hadn’t been in the fraternity. As far as she knew, he didn’t share any classes with the four guys. In the days, then weeks that followed the incident, he’d never even been questioned, his name never brought up.


  The few times she’d heard him talking with anyone about it in the days immediately following, he’d always responded with an appropriate level of shock and dismay, saying something like, “Yeah, I left Loren’s early that next morning and didn’t even see the news until that night. I heard about it from others talking about it at school.”


  Loren stared out over the water, trying to keep her mind calm. She’d worn one of her heavier day collars today, a chunky stainless steel necklace with a tag on it. It hung under her blouse, comforting weight against her flesh. She’d thought about wearing one of her leather play collars around her wrist, wrapped a couple of times and buckled, like a funky bracelet, but opted not to.


  She could do this. She’d survived what had happened that night. And the aftermath. Yes, with Ross’ help and love and guidance, but she was stronger now. She was no longer the terrified, traumatized coed.


  Tilly would call me a tough bitch, if I could even confide in her about this.


  Which, of course, she couldn’t. She shouldn’t have even told Sully, except she’d needed his counsel.


  And that will mean more strokes.


  It was a gorgeous afternoon, just breezy enough to temper the warmth of the day, a few clouds in the sky but no rain in the forecast. Even the tide cooperated, coming in and not going out to give them an unpleasantly aromatic addition to their waterfront seats.


  The hostess showed a woman out to the table about five minutes early. Loren didn’t stand, but she did lean forward and offered her hand. “Melody?”


  The woman looked to be in her late thirties, maybe. Certainly not older than forty. “Yes. Loren?” Loren nodded. “Thank you for meeting with me.” She slid into the seat across the round table from Loren.


  Loren wouldn’t make this easy on the woman. Loren didn’t know what the woman wanted, and she didn’t want to give anything away.


  Being married to an attorney hadn’t been wasted on Loren.


  After the waitress came and took Melody’s drink order, the woman seemed to settle in, her body stiff as she stared at the table for a moment. “I guess you’re wondering why I wanted to talk to you and wouldn’t do it over the phone or in an e-mail.”


  “Yes, I was.”


  Maybe Melody had thought Loren would be a chatterbox. The younger woman seemed knocked off-kilter by Loren’s lack of nervous chatter.


  Let them run their mouths, Ross always said about a negotiation. Let them fill the silence.


  “My brother died when I was very young,” Melody finally said. “I barely remember him. I was the baby, and he was the eldest.”


  Loren nodded but didn’t reply.


  “I’ve read all the stories about the accident,” Melody continued. “Watched news footage. Studied the accident reports.” She sat back while the waitress set a glass of iced tea in front of her. When they were alone again, she continued. “My kids never got to know their uncle. After the accident, my parents ended up getting divorced. It pretty much destroyed my family.”


  Your brother destroyed my chance to have a family.


  But Loren didn’t say that.


  She didn’t say anything.


  Finally, Melody looked at her. “A woman contacted me after she saw me at the memorial. She said she’d been to a party at their fraternity house a few weeks before the accident and there was apparently an…incident.”


  It took every ounce of will Loren had not to react.


  Melody continued. “She said she thought the girl had been drugged and…things happened. My brother and his three friends…did things. She didn’t know anything else except that she thought her name was Lauren Mills. I couldn’t find anyone by that name, but I did find you. Loren Miller.”


  She stared at Loren.


  Loren stared back.


  “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?” Melody finally asked, her voice sounding a little shrill.


  “About what?” Loren finally asked.


  “Well? Was that you at the party? Look, I just want to know about my brother.”


  “I didn’t know your brother.” That wasn’t a lie. “I didn’t know his friends.” Again, not a lie. She’d only met them that night. “The night your brother and his friends died, my husband—who was my boyfriend at the time—and I were at my apartment. I found out about it on the morning news the next morning. I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”


  Still not lies.


  Melody examined her nails. They were bitten down to the quicks and unpainted. “In the past couple of weeks, I’ve found out about at least three other women my brother and his friends…drugged at parties. From some of the stories his frat brothers told me, there were more. Were you one of them?”


  Loren leaned in. “If your brother and his friends had done that to me, believe me, I would have filed a police report about it. And they’d likely still be alive because they’d have been in jail and not out drinking the night of the accident.”


  Again, not a lie. She had filed a report about it.


  And had the fucking campus cops dug their thumbs out of their asses and pursued the investigation, Charles and his fuck buddies would have been alive, because they would have been in jail.


  It would have been made right.


  The way it should have been made right from the start. Not just for her, but for all of their victims.


  The waitress returned to take their food orders. Melody stared at her hands. Loren wasn’t hungry, but she ordered an appetizer. When they were alone again, Loren decided to ask.


  “Why didn’t those other three women file reports?”


  Melody drew in a shaky breath. “One of them said she tried, but the campus cops didn’t do anything and put the blame on her for drinking.”


  “Ah. What about the other two?”


  “They were told by my brother and his friends that if they did file reports, that they’d get taken to another party and it would be even worse.”


  “Wow.” Loren went for bland disinterest. “That doesn’t sound good.”


  “And I found a notation where an officer talked with a Loren Miller a few weeks before the accident, but no report was filed, and nothing was listed about why he talked to you.”


  Loren cocked her head, thinking.


  This wasn’t a lie. She was thinking. “Oh. I know what that was about. Somebody broke into my car. I talked to the campus police about it and filed a report. I needed a report for the insurance claim.”


  Technically not a lie, although that had happened her first semester there.


  Melody wore an expression somewhere between disappointed and resigned. “You didn’t know my brother at all?”


  “No, sorry. I won’t be of any help to you.”


  “I grew up idolizing my brother. My two other brothers talked about him all the time. I was the baby.” She had pulled her napkin into her lap and from what Loren could see, it looked like Melody was nervously playing with it. “I even named my first son after him.”


  She sadly shook her head. “The more I find out about him, it looks like maybe he wasn’t the guy my parents and my brothers thought he was and always told me about him.” She let out a snort. “After everything in the news the past couple of years about rape cultures on campuses, I don’t find it hard to believe, it’s sad to say.”


  When Melody looked up, Loren noticed she was close to tears, her eyes too bright. “If my brother was some sort of a monster, I want to apologize to the people he hurt. I know I can’t fix anything he did, but I spent a lot of years angry, when I was old enough to realize what his death did to my family, thinking that there had to be a reason he died. There had to be something more than just a stupid accident. Especially since it killed our family in the process. But the more I learn…”


  Melody looked down at her lap again. “The more I learn, the more I realize maybe I don’t want to know who my brother really was.”


  “I wish I could be of more help,” Loren said. “Some things just can’t be made right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The shakes hit Loren when she was back in her car nearly an hour later. Melody Axlerod had pulled out of the parking lot ahead of her. Loren sat there, engine and AC running, and rested her head against the steering wheel.


  So many things Loren had wanted to say to the woman, especially after her admission of what she had discovered.


  Yes, your brother was a fucking monster.


  Yes, your brother was a rapist.


  Yes, your brother deserves to be dead, because he and his friends took away my dreams, my hopes, my trust and faith in greater humanity.


  Yes, I know what happened to your brother and his friends, and I’m fucking glad it happened.


  All of it locked in her throat. All of it remaining forever unspoken to the woman.


  It had to. Because to admit anything, regardless of the reason, would open Ross up to the risk of discovery.


  And there was no statute of limitations on murder. And it was premeditated murder.


  She would be arrested as an accessory after the fact.


  And she wasn’t a bit sorry the four monsters were dead. They’d raped others besides her. Would likely have raped again.


  Maybe even raised another generation of rapists.


  A quick chlorination of the gene pool.


  However they died, it wasn’t nearly slowly or painfully enough for Loren’s tastes. How many lives had they ruined? All because they were entitlement-minded rich assholes who thought they had a right to take whatever they wanted from whomever they wanted.


  She was glad Ross had killed them. If that made her a bad person, well, she was okay with that, too.


  Once she finally pulled herself together, she buckled her seat belt and left the parking lot, heading south.


  Heading home.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Then…


  


  Loren knew her mother was dying to ask questions and raise objections. It was probably only her father’s influence keeping her mom in check. Neither of them looked very happy about this development. She knew they thought Ross would pull her out of school, marry her, maybe get her knocked up if he hadn’t already, and she’d never finish college.


  She couldn’t tell them they likely wouldn’t get grandchildren. Not if the doctors were right.


  Something that broke her heart but not something she wanted to think about today of all days.


  Ross was her rock, her anchor, her higher power.


  She didn’t want anyone or anything but him.


  Not a damn thing.


  Loren didn’t even want the church wedding. She suspected if she went through with it, it would placate her mother enough to keep the peace. If they’d done what Loren wanted to do—go to the county courthouse—her mother would never accept Ross or their marriage.


  It was bad enough Ross’ father had pretty much disowned him once Ross told him not only was he marrying Loren, but that they were moving to Florida so he could go to law school there. She didn’t want to totally be cut off from everyone if she could avoid it.


  It had shocked her when Ross admitted to her after proposing to her that not only did she not have to work while she went to school, but that the trust his grandfather had left to him paid all his costs, including living expenses and a stipend for things like auto expenses, clothes, and entertainment.


  Meaning, by extension, Loren’s living expenses, because his grandfather had included a stipulation that if Ross got married, it would be increased and include her expenses, too.


  Ross hadn’t needed to work a job, but he had because he wanted to, wanted to try to make it on his own as much as possible without just leaching off the trust fund.


  She loved and respected him even more for that.


  Whatever was left after Ross graduated from law school would be paid out to him as a lump sum. By Ross’ best calculations, there would still probably be close to three hundred thousand in the trust.


  At least Loren had talked her mother into letting her go plain for the wedding ceremony, a simple white cocktail dress, a small ceremony with only their closest family and friends in attendance, and then a small buffet in the church’s fellowship hall on a Friday evening.


  Ross’ father refused to attend and wouldn’t let his mother attend, either.


  Next week, once Ross had graduated and the semester was over, they’d pack and move south, to Florida. Ross had two months before starting law school there.


  She couldn’t wait, eager for a fresh start. She’d attend USF in Tampa, as long as they accepted her application, which Ross had helped her fill out and submit.


  And after, they’d talked about staying in Florida. There would be lots of jobs, lots of opportunities for them.


  A fresh start.


  A chance to get away from the awful memories lurking here in Pennsylvania, of the memory of how Ross smelled that night when he arrived at her apartment.


  Gasoline and booze.


  But most of all, his love for her.


  His righteous indignation.


  His desire to make things right.


  After the simple ceremony and reception, Ross drove them to a small bed and breakfast three hours away, just outside a state forest. Once they were checked in and Ross carried their luggage up to their room, he no sooner had the door shut and locked behind them than Loren was already kicking off her shoes and stripping.


  They’d anticipated that a loud spanking might raise unwanted attention, so he’d spanked her well the night before, every time she sat that afternoon a reminder of his love.


  His ownership.


  His protection.


  Including during the car ride there to the inn.


  He smiled as he watched her strip for him. “My good girl,” he whispered, crooking a finger at her.


  Already she was growing wet, something else fun he’d discovered. Yes, the spankings hurt. But yes, her body had quickly realized a spanking meant fun.


  Lots of fun.


  And there wasn’t anything her handsome sadist enjoyed more than plunging his fingers into her wet pussy while her freshly spanked ass glowed up at him.


  A couple of times she’d asked for the belt, once he’d tried it on her to make sure she’d accept it.


  He’d only used the paddle on her twice, both times as a test, and only five swats each, just to show her he meant what he said about punishments. He didn’t smack her with it nearly as hard as she knew he could. It had merely been a demonstration.


  She was determined not to earn the paddle if she could help it. Not for real.


  For funsies, however…


  Funishment was something she now eagerly looked forward to, even in just the few short weeks since they’d gotten engaged. He’d started teaching her the positions he wanted her to wait in, depending on his mood. Sometimes it was on her knees, legs spread wide for him, with her hands laced behind her head, elbows out and slightly back, making her breasts stand out. Sometimes it was on her knees, bent over, head touching the floor and arms stretched out in front of her.


  Sometimes it was on all fours, ass in the air and shoulders on the floor, legs spread wide.


  This one got her wet the fastest and usually ended up with his cock inside her in less than ten minutes.


  He had not as of yet ever denied her permission to go somewhere, alone or with friends.


  She did not feel stifled.


  She felt loved.


  The more control she gave him, the more control he took, the more loved she felt.


  She knew that was something that might make her mother’s skin crawl if Loren ever admitted it to her, but Loren was beyond caring.


  It was her life, and she would live it.


  And there were now sometimes hours, even once days, were she managed to go without thinking about that night.


  Another wonderful discovery, that her mind could slip into a blissfully erotic haze when Ross took control and spanked her. When she admitted that to him, he did some research and a few days later told her it was called subspace.


  She didn’t give a damn what it was called, she loved it when it happened.


  All the better, he loved taking her to that wonderful mental retreat.


  Once she was naked she crossed the room and was in his arms, sighing as he grabbed her hair and tipped her head back. Another rule, he wanted her to let her hair grow even longer, down past her shoulders so he could wrap it around his hands.


  Fine with her. Long hair was easier to take care of anyway.


  He nibbled on the base of her throat, teeth grazing her flesh. “Missus Ross Daniel Connelly,” he whispered. “Such a beautiful woman you are.”


  “Thank you, Sir.” Already her clit was throbbing, anticipating what he’d do.


  He reached around her and lightly smacked her ass. “On the bed. On your back, spread-eagle.”


  She immediately complied, wondering what he was up to.


  His purpose was soon exposed. He’d brought several pieces of rope with him, which he used to tie her limbs to the bed’s wooden four-poster frame. He’d also packed some puppy training pads, which he’d been amused to discover solved her squirting problem.


  Not that the squirting was a problem to him. He loved it when she did that. The laundry, however, was a problem. Puppy training pads were cheap, absorbent, and meant he’d had fun trying to recreate that first night together. It only seemed to happen when he used his hands on her, much to his apparent disappointment.


  “I love doing that to you,” he said. “It means I’ve taken you a level beyond pleasure, to where I totally own you at a cellular level.”


  Tonight he stripped and lay between her legs with a smile on his face. She was required to keep her pussy shaved for him, a small neatly trimmed landing strip allowed, but that was all.


  He swiped his tongue up her slit, from pussy to clit and back again, making her moan. “Tonight,” he said, “I’m not going to stop making you come.” He held something up, and she realized it was a dildo vibrator. “Not until I’m ready to stop making you come.” He twisted the base and it started humming. “You can beg and plead all you want, but tonight you will get no mercy from me.”


  Nervous tension swept through her. Before she’d taken her relationship with him to the next level, she would have laughed at anyone who referred to forced orgasm play as “torture.”


  Now, she knew better. Not that it was a bad kind of torture, but it was still torture.


  He slid the vibrator between her pussy lips, slowly fucking it in and out of her as she softly moaned.


  “After we get settled in Florida,” he said, “I’m going to start working with you on orgasm control. On you working on holding it back until I tell you to come. For now, I want to make you come as many times as I possibly can.”


  Lowering his mouth to her pussy, he started licking her clit. The first small explosion hit her almost immediately, between the fullness of the vibrator inside her and the exquisite pleasure of his mouth on her clit.


  “Good girl,” he whispered before returning his mouth to her clit.


  She didn’t know how long it lasted, her arms and legs pulling on the ropes securely holding her to the bed, her tears and pleas for no more falling on his deaf ears as he forced her through wave after wave of orgasms. He would only give her a few seconds to catch her breath before starting her on the rise again, the vibrator and his mouth a lethal tag-team of pleasure.


  It was only sometime later that she realized he also had a finger inside her ass. She wasn’t even sure when that had happened, only that at one break he was slowly fucking it in and out of her, making her moan with pleasure.


  “Yes, I was sneaky, baby,” he said, thoroughly pleased with himself. “Since I can’t spank you this weekend, we’re going to do something else. I told you, your body belongs to me. The only part of you I haven’t claimed yet is this sweet ass. By the end of the weekend, you’re going to have that vibrator stuffed in your pussy while I’m fucking your ass, and I’m going to enjoy the hell out of feeling you coming all over my cock in the process.”


  She shivered, another explosion washing through her at the mental image that triggered in her.


  “Oooh, baby likes that idea. I’m going to fuck this sweet ass and empty my cum in it, claiming you totally. You want that, don’t you?”


  “Yes…Sir,” she managed.


  “Of course you do. Because you’re my good girl, aren’t you?”


  She shuddered again, another ripple of pleasure. “Yes, Sir.”


  It was all she wanted to be.


  At some point, he finally took pity on her. He got up, leaving the vibrator humming inside her while he went to wash his hands. It gave her a moment to catch her breath.


  Then he was back, untying her legs but leaving her wrists bound. He pushed her legs up and removed the vibrator, turning it off. Then he held it up to her lips.


  “Treat it like my cock, baby. New rule.”


  She opened wide, eagerly licking it clean. She always cleaned his cock now after he fucked her, something she loved doing. She loved giving him blowjobs, loved it when he let her suck his cum right from his balls.


  In a way, she felt a little badly for him that she could orgasm a bunch of times and he could only come a couple of times, if that often, in one evening while making love. Sometimes he only came once.


  It didn’t seem fair to her, even though he apparently wasn’t concerned about it.


  He set the vibrator aside and slid his cock into her pussy. “My sweet, beautiful wife,” he whispered, staring down at her. “I’m going to love doing all sorts of dark and dirty things to you during our life together. Tying you up and spanking you, fucking you until you come, and doing it all over again.”


  A moan escaped her. She was already enjoying it herself.


  “I’ve been pretty lenient on you with rules,” he said. “I wanted to give you time to settle in. I’m going to start setting more rules. Together, we’ll agree on them. I’ll give you a voice in it. But if you disobey me, I expect you to admit it. If you break a rule, you will wait for me to come home and have the paddle ready for me to give you your discipline. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I say that because they’ll be your rules as much as they are mine. All the more reason for you to obey them. You won’t have an excuse that they weren’t fair, because you’ll agree to them. Don’t disappoint me, sweetheart. I trust you to be a good girl for me, including admitting when you need punishment. All good girls need punishment from time to time. That won’t disappoint me. But not admitting when you need it will.”


  The thought of disappointing him pierced her in a painful way. She’d rather take a hard paddling from Ross than disappoint him. “Yes, Sir. I promise. I won’t disappoint you.”


  A wide, proud smile creased his handsome face. “I know you won’t, baby. I trust you.” He started fucking her harder, faster, one more orgasm sweeping through her as he hit all the right places inside of her.


  Yes, sometimes he hurt her. But only in the good ways. She was more than okay with it.


  Because he’d healed her.


  He’d made things right.


  He’d made her right.


  “That’s my good girl,” he grunted, hard, deep strokes driving her into the mattress until he finally exploded and fell still, his cock softening inside her.


  He nuzzled the valley between her breasts, licking, kissing. “Let me get you untied and—”


  “No, Sir,” she whispered. “Please?”


  He cocked his head, a playful smile filling his face. “No?”


  “Can I stay tied up a little longer? Please, Sir?”


  He grinned. “You risk me getting hard again.”


  “That’s okay. It’s a risk I’m happy to take.”


  “I get hard again while you’re tied up, you’re getting fucked again. And tomorrow, when we go hiking, I’m going to make you pick a switch while we’re out for me to stripe your ass with.”


  Her pussy fluttered around his cock.


  He noticed, his gaze narrowing. “You like that idea, don’t you?”


  Damn right she did. If he didn’t care about her, he wouldn’t pay her any attention. Or it’d just be about the sex and nothing more.


  She couldn’t explain why this had so quickly become such an important part of her life, of their relationship.


  To her, it meant he cared. That he paid her attention. That he was a man of his word.


  And she loved feeling a sore ass, seeing the marks—his marks—on her flesh.


  His ownership of her.


  Ownership she’d asked for. Begged for.


  Wanted.


  Needed.


  Craved.


  He leaned in and nibbled on the side of her neck, biting down and making her cry out as he growled against her flesh.


  Another thing she’d quickly discovered she enjoyed—being bitten.


  Which was a damn good thing since Ross was a biter.


  “Guess what, baby?” he whispered in her ear. “We’re going to go hiking, and you’re going to pick a good switch before we even get into the woods. And I’m going to carry it with me while we hike. You’re going to see it all morning. Knowing that it’s going to be used on your sweet ass. And then, finally, only when I decide, I’m going to use it on your ass and stripe you with it before I put you on your hands and knees and fuck you right there under the big blue sky.”


  She gasped, a small flutter of pleasure sweeping through her as her swollen clit rubbed against his pubic bone.


  “And that switch will come home with us, too,” he said. “It’ll hang on our wall, next to our wedding portrait. And anyone who asks, we’ll tell them it’s just a pleasant reminder of our honeymoon.”


  Okay, that was an orgasm. Another small one, but still…


  He laughed. “Oh, baby. You are sooo screwed. By our first anniversary, you’re going to be a full-blown masochist begging for me to beat your ass before I fuck you.” He bit her again, on the other side of her neck. “You have no idea how much I love you.”


  “I love you, too, Sir.”


  He rocked his hips against her. “Oooh, guess who’s hard again?”


  Relieved, she smiled up at him. “About time, Sir.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Loren didn’t have a lot to move, fortunately. Neither did Ross. Although they both had cars, Loren wasn’t sure hers could make the drive all the way down to Florida.


  Ross opted to rent a small moving truck and a car dolly and tow her car, while Loren drove his. He would drive the truck.


  After a series of teary good-byes with Emily and a few other friends, Loren climbed behind the wheel of Ross’ car and started following him on the drive south to their new home. He’d already rented them an apartment in Tampa. They’d have to buy some items that they didn’t have already, even though wedding presents had helped Loren fill out things like dishes, pots and pans, and other essentials that had come with the furnished apartment she and Emily had been renting.


  Mark had given up his apartment and moved in with his sister, partly to keep their parents happy and partly to save money.


  At least Loren no longer had any worries about what might happen to her friend in her absence.


  The threat no longer existed.


  And Loren had slept like a rock every night since.


  Ross had already given Loren a couple of basic, easy rules to follow. Once they were settled into their apartment, they’d sit down and put a few more into place. Loren was secretly thrilled about that. Their honeymoon alone had been amazing and only reinforced in her heart she’d made the right decision.


  The man she’d married was utterly and completely devoted to her. Whatever it took to make him happy, she’d do it, because she knew without a doubt how he felt about her.


  One thing he’d asked for during the trip was for her to stay right behind him, following him, and to try not to let other cars get between them. He wanted to be able to glance in the mirror and see her. Since the moving truck would need to stop for gas more often than the car, it only made more sense for him to set the gas schedule.


  It was late in the day and they were somewhere in South Carolina. Loren had lost the latest radio station she’d been listening to and started fiddling with it, trying to find another.


  That’s why when she looked up, it was too late to follow Ross off the exit ramp he’d taken.


  “Shit!” She had a semi coming up behind her and couldn’t exactly slam on the brakes.


  Then she saw the next sign and realized not only had she screwed up, she was coming up on an interchange and had no idea which way Ross had intended to go next.


  “Dammit!”


  Near tears, she opted to take the first ramp, which would dump her into an exit in two miles, according to the sign.


  Then she got off at the first exit and waited, pulling into a gas station right there by the exit ramp and parking where he’d be able to see her.


  And waited.


  And waited.


  It was nearly a half hour later when, with great relief, she spotted the truck coming down the exit ramp. She got out and waved, hugging herself, berating herself for her stupidity.


  Ross, hampered by the tow dolly, got turned around and pulled into the parking lot. When she walked over to him, he flew out of the cab, grabbed her by the arm, and yanked her to him.


  “What the hell happened?” Then he pulled her into his arms, squeezing her tightly against him. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again!”


  She burst into tears. “I’m sorry, Sir. I was playing with the radio and by the time I looked up, you were already turning off and there was a truck behind me, and—”


  He spun her around, pushing her into the cab, over the seat. She was wearing a sundress, more comfortable for the drive than shorts or jeans. With one hand pinning her down by the back of her neck, and the other yanking up her dress and pulling down her panties, Ross proceeded to spank the crap out of her.


  When he jerked her to her feet again, he pulled her into his arms, holding her, his face buried in her hair. “New rule, baby. No radio. Not until I say so. You ever pull a stunt like that again and scare me, you won’t be able to drive because I’ll pull my belt off and beat your ass. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she tearfully whispered. “I’m sorry.”


  “Shh.” He rocked her, stroking her hair. “It’s okay. Well, it’s not okay, but clean slate. Do not do that again.”


  Now she had another problem.


  The spanking had left her hornier than hell.


  Ross glanced around. From the angle they were parked, trees and Ross’ car blocked most of the view of the cab.


  He turned her around again and pushed her over the seat, pulling her dress up again.


  She felt him unfastening his jeans. “You don’t come right now, baby, then you just have to wait until we stop for the night.” That was the only warning she got before he slid his cock inside her.


  He folded his body over hers, one hand finding her clit and lightly pinching it. “Come quick, sweetheart. I know I will. You know what spanking your ass does to me.”


  It didn’t take her long. And then he was coming, with a pleased grunt, burying himself inside her.


  After just a moment he withdrew. She started to turn and sink to her knees, but he grabbed her arm and kept her upright. “Don’t move. We can’t do that here.” He looked around. “I shouldn’t have done this here, but you scared the crap out of me.”


  He tucked himself in and zipped up, then held his hand out to her. “Panties.”


  She felt her face heat. “Sir?”


  “Don’t make me ask a second time, girl.”


  She balanced on one leg, getting them pulled off and handing them to him.


  “Good girl.” He leaned in and kissed her. “You’ll have to just drive with a pussy full of my cum until we stop for the night. You’d better hope you don’t get a wet spot on your dress. In fact, grab a puppy pad from my overnight bag and put it on the seat, and pull your skirt out so it’s your bare ass on the pad.”


  He wore an evil grin that only made her hotter and wetter.


  “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  He leaned in, his lips inches from hers. “Who’s my good girl?”


  “Me, Sir.”


  He kissed her forehead. “Yes, you are. You won’t miss an exit again, will you?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “Get the pad out. And then pull the car over to the pumps so we can top off the tank. You will pump the gas. No panties, and my cum running down the inside of your thighs.” His sadistic grin only made her problem worse. “There might be plenty of mornings I send you off to your classes with no panties and your pussy full of my cum. Wouldn’t that be nice, girl?”


  Her heart raced. “Yes, Sir.”


  He cupped his hand around the back of her neck and stared deeply into her eyes. “You have no idea how fucking much I love you, do you?”


  She smiled. “Not nearly as much as I love you, Sir.” Yes, she’d take whatever kinky, dirty, sadistic thing he wanted to do to her. She’d quickly learned a lot of what he threatened was just that, a really hot threat he had no intention of carrying out.


  Didn’t mean she wouldn’t do it if he ordered her to. Because she would. With pleasure, and without hesitation.


  Because if it made him happy, that’s all she cared about.


  Because her reason for being was to keep him happy. And if anyone didn’t understand it, that was their problem, not hers.


  Later that night, once they were in their hotel room, he made her kneel on the bed, head down, ass up, arms and legs tied to immobilize her, while he spanked her once more for good measure. She came nearly immediately when he fucked her, and a second time just from the feel of his body pressing against her freshly spanked ass.


  Then he pulled her into the shower with him, washing every inch of her body and sinking to his knees to use his mouth on her and bring her to one more orgasm.


  As they fell asleep that night, his body spooned around hers, she smiled as she felt the slight sting in her ass where it rubbed against his thighs.


  She was a well-loved, well-fucked, well-owned woman.


  And that was exactly what she wanted to be.


  It was all she wanted to be.


  


  * * * *


  


  Loren’s parents flew down for her graduation. She didn’t miss her mom’s obvious relief when Loren rejoined them after the ceremony.


  The long, crushing hug her mom gave her.


  “I was wrong about him,” her mom whispered in her ear. “Thank god, I was so wrong. You look so happy.”


  Loren nodded. “That’s because I am happy, Mom.”


  Ross still had another year of law school ahead of him, but so far was doing well. They had an ever-growing circle of friends in the Tampa area, and Loren was eager to get back into the job market.


  She’d changed her major from accounting to marketing and already had a lead on several jobs, including one with a local resort hotel. It would mean moving to Sarasota, but Ross had already started looking at apartments in the area, even though she hadn’t officially been offered a job yet.


  And even though it would mean a longer commute for him to school.


  When she tried to protest, he silenced her, pulling the Master card, not wanting her to have to drive far to work.


  The only thing…


  The one thing she sometimes cried about, her head in his lap as he stroked her hair and looked so utterly sad that he couldn’t fix that for her.


  The one thing two more doctors had told her would likely never happen.


  The one thing she’d wanted, but it increasingly looked like she’d never have.


  The one thing she knew Ross would give anything to fix for her.


  The one thing she knew would forever shape how he treated her, trying to give her the moon and the stars, doing anything and everything else he could to make her happy, keep her happy, to make up for it.


  The one thing that, no matter how she tried to tell him she didn’t hold him responsible for it, he would forever feel guilty about.


  That one thing.


  


  * * * *


  


  Three months after Loren’s graduation, they were settling into their new apartment in Sarasota. She was three weeks into her new job at the high-end resort and had already dealt with four A-list Hollywood stars in the course of her duties.


  After Ross arrived home from school, she’d greeted him at the door as she always did, naked and with a kiss.


  His playful smile looked even more devious than usual. “What?” she asked.


  He had a bag with him. “I brought you something.” He set his stuff down on the sofa and snapped his fingers, pointing at the floor.


  Automatically, and with no hesitation, she sank to her knees in front of him, her pussy already clenching in anticipation.


  He opened the bag and pulled out a black leather collar. Hand-tooled with an intricate Celtic knot design, the edges were wrapped with leather lacing, and it looked soft and supple.


  “I think my gorgeous girl should be appropriately attired.” He leaned in and buckled it around her neck while she held her hair up and out of the way.


  The feel of the soft, supple leather, the smell of it made her nearly come right there.


  “And there’s more.” He dug into the bag and produced matching wrist and ankle cuffs. She had to stand while he put them on her ankles, kneeling in front of her to do it.


  “Well?” he asked.


  She threw her arms around him, kissing him deeply. “I love them, Sir,” she said. “Thank you.”


  He fisted her hair, which now grew past her shoulders. “I found out about a group that gets together once a month,” he said. “A group of people who have…common interests.”


  “Sir?”


  He smiled. “People like us. They meet at a local bar to talk. Sometimes they have private parties. They meet this Saturday night.”


  She hadn’t really given it much thought. Her pulse raced. “There’s other people like us?” Intellectually, she knew it. It just hadn’t blipped her radar before that there might be people she could meet and talk to locally about it.


  “Yes. Would you like to go meet them?”


  “Just to meet them?”


  His grip on her hair tightened. “I meant what I said. No one touches you but me. And I don’t want anyone else. But I thought it’d be nice to have another circle of friends who does this kind of stuff. Knowing that we’re not alone. Like that.”


  “Yes, Sir. I’d like that a lot.” She had a growing circle of friends.


  The last thing she could do was talk about this aspect of their lives. An aspect that was a core, integral part of their relationship.


  Her other friends didn’t understand why she served Ross his food first, or waited until after he’d started eating to eat her own food.


  Why she took great pride in how he always opened doors for her.


  Why she let their teasing comments about how she needed permission from him to do things roll off her shoulders.


  “So you’re okay with us going?” he asked her.


  She smiled. “I think it’d be nice to have some new friends who will understand this part of us.”


  “That’s what I was thinking, too, sweetheart.” He pulled her in for a hug. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay with going.”


  “I’ll go anywhere you want me to go.”


  “I know. But that’s why I asked. Because like I promised you, sometimes I will ask your opinion and limits and I will respect them. This is one such case.”


  She closed her eyes, basking in his warm embrace. “I don’t care what my limits are. I trust you.”


  Warm breath brushed against her scalp. “I trust you, too, sweetheart.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Now…


  


  When Ross returned home from his work trip that afternoon, he found Loren kneeling in the living room, naked except for her leather collar and wrist and ankle cuffs. She knelt in a formal posture, hands on her knees, palms up, head bowed but shoulders back.


  On the floor in front of her, the punishment cane lay exactly perpendicular to her body.


  He pulled up short, taken aback. There’d been times lately he’d threatened her with bare-handed swats, but he rarely used a cane on her anymore. Not as punishment. He hadn’t even used the paddle on her as punishment in…years.


  And for her to formally present the cane to him like this meant only one thing—whatever it was, it was a whopper. She’d broken a rule.


  And she knew it.


  Just what rule, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Not if it elicited this level of contrition from her.


  When he finally realized he was just standing there, laptop case in one hand and carry-on in the other, he stepped forward and set them on the floor next to the chair.


  He found his voice. “Slave? Explain.”


  If she was formally requesting punishment, it dropped them right into the zone without passing go or collecting two hundred dollars. He’d find out what happened, get it over with as soon as possible, and then spend the evening making love to her and cuddling with her, loving her, soothing her and whatever guilt—real or perceived—she felt she had.


  “This slave has earned punishment strokes, Master.”


  He froze again. Not only was she formally requesting punishment, she was in full-on formal mode.


  “What was the infraction?”


  And here is where she faltered. “This slave has committed two infractions, Master.”


  His blood chilled. “Two? Name them.”


  “This slave went somewhere without asking Master’s permission first.”


  Cold sweat broke out on his back. This was a horrible flashback from the past. From the early days. He had relaxed that rule years ago.


  Decades ago.


  The only reason he had put it into place at all was because of what had happened to her.


  Because of that night.


  But since then, since moving to Florida and putting that nightmare behind them, he’d relaxed it, trusting her instincts. Knowing she wouldn’t ever put herself in a position like that again.


  “And the second infraction?” he asked.


  “This slave cannot say it, Master.”


  He closed his eyes and silently counted to ten before opening them again. “How can I be expected to mete out punishment if I don’t know what I’m punishing you for?”


  “The slave has earned at least fifty strokes, Master. Total.”


  Oh, boy.


  “Then you’re going to have to tell me what I’m giving them to you for, slave.”


  He watched her throat as she swallowed. “This slave cannot say it, Master,” she quietly repeated.


  Now he felt a cold ball of fear chilling in his gut. “Did you cheat on me?”


  “No, Master.”


  Oookaay… It’d been a long-shot, but in his mind it was the worst-case scenario. If it wasn’t that, he honestly didn’t know what it was she’d done.


  “Didja kick a puppy?” He tried to inject a little humor into this situation because he felt stifled, nearly sick at heart.


  “No, Master,” she softly said.


  Not even a hint of humor in her response or her demeanor. “Why can you not tell me what it was you did to earn fifty strokes, slave?”


  “Because Master ordered this slave to never speak of it.”


  For a second, he thought his heart stopped.


  There was only one thing he’d ever given her a command not to speak about, and technically that had been before he’d collared her.


  But Loren was not just a good slave. She was, in his eyes, perfect. The best.


  Exceptional beyond compare.


  Any order he gave her, she would follow it to the letter. It wasn’t an assumption—it was a given.


  Including the first order he ever technically gave her, despite them not even being a couple at the time.


  He slowly removed his jacket, more to give him time to think than to psychologically mess with her, for once. He neatly folded it and draped it over the back of the chair before he started unbuttoning his cuffs and rolling them up to his elbows.


  He dropped into full-on stern Dom tone, one he hadn’t had to use on her in anything other than play in…well, over twenty years. “I’m giving you an order to tell me what happened, slave. This supersedes that previous order.”


  He didn’t need to say what the previous order was. He knew.


  Now he needed to know how it applied to this situation.


  Softly, her voice choked with tears, Loren told him about Melody Axlerod contacting her. And who she was. How Loren had hoped the one contact on Facebook would be enough, but then Melody contacted her again, wishing to meet.


  And the talk they’d had.


  When Loren finished, she still hadn’t moved from her formal kneeling position, waiting.


  At least it wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it might have been.


  “Slave, explain to me why you feel you deserve fifty strokes for this?”


  “Because this slave didn’t tell Master about the initial contact or the meeting. Twenty-five for this slave going somewhere without Master’s permission. Twenty-five for talking with her.”


  “You knew I was out of town. I relaxed that rule long ago. You don’t need my permission to go anywhere safe.”


  “But this slave concealed the circumstances from her Master. This slave committed a lie of omission, Master.”


  He hated it when Loren went full-on slashy-speak formal. It was fine in a scene, but in a case like this, where this was more than just about their M/s dynamic, it felt…wrong.


  And yet he couldn’t bring himself to order her up off her knees to discuss it as equals, either. Loren was no shrinking violet. There’d been plenty of things over the years she’d gone toe-to-toe with him about as his wife and partner, not as his slave.


  The few times she’d met him like this, she felt she’d earned the punishment. More accurately, she needed it, wanted it for whatever reason.


  She still hurts.


  Well, of course she did. Not only the sudden baby explosion amongst their friends likely adding to her angst, but Tilly’s breakdown over her infertility, and Loren was suffering from those old emotional wounds all over again.


  And Loren was now well past the chance of any surgery helping her ever become a mother. She’d accepted her fate years ago, even though he’d tried several times to gently coax her into trying.


  She couldn’t face the potential failure, another slap in the face, a painful reminder of what had happened to her that night. For her, it was less painful to give up than it was to face repeated loss before accepting the inevitable, and he couldn’t fault her for it.


  He also didn’t feel right about punishing her for this, but knew if she thought she needed punishment, she wouldn’t feel right about accepting a pass, either.


  Especially when she considered it such a grave infraction that she felt she’d earned fifty with a cane.


  Maybe I can logic my way out of this.


  Honestly, the thought of giving her fifty cane strokes for this, when she was only protecting him and what he was sure she’d deduced he’d done, based on her reaction, made him sick at heart. It felt like victimizing her a second time.


  “Why should I punish you when you followed my orders not to speak about that, until just now when I amended my order? You didn’t disobey me.”


  She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Tears spilled from her eyes, down her cheeks. All he wanted to do was drop to his knees in front of her, pull her into his arms, and hold her. Soothe her conscience.


  And he knew she didn’t want that. Not now. Not yet. If she felt she needed to be punished, she was never happy unless she received that punishment. She felt like she was disappointing him, no matter how much he’d told her otherwise. It was always easier to give her the strokes and let her feel happy about it, able to erase her mental slate instead of her obsessing about it.


  “This slave spoke to someone else about what happened, Master. This slave was ordered never to speak about it.”


  He slowly bent over and picked up the cane, flexing it in his hands. “Technically, you didn’t speak about it. To the best of your abilities, you answered her questions, mostly without even lying.”


  “This slave didn’t give Master the opportunity to rule on it before doing so. This slave should have told Master upon the first contact.”


  Logic. You’re a fucking attorney. You can twist shit six ways to Sunday.


  “Have I ever given you any rules prohibiting you from going places at will under your best judgment since I relaxed that original rule?”


  “No, Master.”


  “Have I ever given you any orders prohibiting you from talking with people in general on the Internet, Facebook, phone, or elsewhere?”


  “No, Master.”


  “And what was part of the original order that I gave you that night?”


  Now she looked confused. “This slave doesn’t understand, Master.”


  “You got the first part. What was the second part?” Well, technically it hadn’t been an order. It had been their agreed upon story.


  She struggled to come up with the answer. “About how we spent the night, Master?”


  “Good girl. And what did you tell Melody Axlerod about how we spent that night?”


  She swallowed. “That you came over around seven, spent the night with me, and left the next morning. That’s when I saw the TV reports about—”


  “So you did follow my orders.”


  “But Master told—”


  “I told you what to say if others asked you about that night, did I not?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Did I prohibit you from talking to people who asked you about that night?”


  “No, Master, but—”


  “Did you not follow those orders I gave you, exactly as I gave them to you?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  He walked around her, stopping behind her, staring at her back. Trying not to remember the horrible bruises in the shapes of large hands that she’d had for over a week after that night.


  Marks he hadn’t put on her.


  Now, she loved staring at marks he put on her, twisting around to look in the mirror to see them, the smile on her face as she ran her fingers over them.


  Knowing she loved them because she’d consented to them, that they were marks of love, of ownership.


  Of safety and trust.


  He swallowed back the bile in his throat at the memory of how he’d smelled after getting gas and whiskey on him when he’d splashed it on their clothes, the sound of the whump as he’d tossed the match through the open car window before walking around to the back of the car. How he’d shoved the trunk, hard, rocking the car and knocking it free of the jack holding it off the ground, the rear wheels spinning, the car in gear and the cruise control set.


  The scream one of the men let out from inside the car as he came to just as it was going over the edge of the embankment. Ross had left an open pack of cigarettes and a book of matches in the car, just in case. The open gas can in the trunk would look like it spilled in the wreck.


  An unfortunate coincidence.


  Blinking the memory away, he returned to his living room, studying his beautiful wife, his perfect slave.


  The love of his life.


  His soul mate.


  The woman he’d die for.


  The woman he’d killed for.


  He couldn’t fix what had happened to her. All he could do was make it right. And, for years, he’d thought he had.


  Until today.


  Although, fortunately, it looked like there wouldn’t be any other questions.


  “So,” he continued, “if you only told her the story I told you to tell, and you didn’t mention it to me when I’d told you not to, how, exactly, did you earn fifty strokes when you didn’t disobey me in any way?”


  Her shoulders slumped. “Because I sought advice from someone else before I talked to her, Master,” she quietly admitted.


  The chill returned. “Who?”


  “Sully.”


  Aaand an immediate wellspring of relief filled him.


  If there was anyone he trusted to hold a confidence, it was that man. Sully wasn’t just a friend, he was adopted family. They’d been friends for over a decade.


  “What, exactly, did you tell Sully?” Ross asked.


  Her head bowed. “I told him what those fucking monsters did to me, Master.”


  Whew. She’d finally dropped out of slashy speak and was showing some emotion. “Anything else?”


  “I told him about Melody Axlerod contacting me. Showed him an old article about the accident, and about the memorial. I asked him what he thought I should do.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That I should talk to You.”


  Aaaaand, we’re back.


  He knew he wouldn’t get out of this without giving her a caning. But now he could issue her a far more appropriate punishment, one that would satisfy her, and be enough to rev his sadistic motor without taking it too far or making him sick to his stomach.


  He was a sadist, not an abusive asshole.


  “What’s my rule about punishment strokes?” he asked after letting her sweat it out for a moment.


  “You always have the final say.”


  “That’s right. Ass over the chair.”


  She rose in one fluid movement and walked over to the large chair that sat at the end of the coffee table, the match to the sofa. One of the reasons they’d picked the set in the first place, because when she knelt over it or the sofa, it put her in the perfect position to be fucked or spanked.


  Or, in this case, caned.


  He wavered, trying to decide. “Ten strokes,” he said. “Count.” He sliced the first one, hard, across her ass before she’d even finished settling into position. He wanted her off-guard and unable to even think about arguing with him over it.


  “One, Sir…”


  He didn’t make them easy on her, either. One almost drew blood, but all of them raised welts across her pale flesh and would leave marks. He was careful to place them so every stripe would be visible, none of them hidden by the others.


  And by the time he laid the tenth one across her ass, she was sobbing.


  He put the cane on the coffee table, his cock now painfully hard. He gently turned her around and she started fumbling at his slacks to get his belt unfastened.


  He cradled her head in his hands as she went down on him. It took every ounce of will he had not to fuck her mouth. Tonight he wanted to be inside her when he came. This was part of their routine, whether he beat her for play, or she asked for punishment. At the end, when they were home alone if the strokes were laid on her at a party or the club, she was always ready to be fucked, hard. Or used. She didn’t care.


  And since it was a formula that worked, he wasn’t about to mess with it.


  He let her suck his cock for a moment before he turned her around again, bent over the chair as he slid his cock inside her. She let out a groan that was part pain from her freshly caned ass, but mostly of pleasure. He met no resistance, his cock bottoming out immediately in her slick pussy.


  Grabbing a handful of her gorgeous long hair, he yanked her head back. “Such a good girl,” he said. “All better. And with a nice sore ass for me to fuck, too.” He reached around her with his other hand and found her clit. “Now you’re going to give me a nice, hard orgasm from this sweet pussy. Aren’t you?”


  She moaned as she rocked her hips against his. “Yes, Sir!”


  “Then give it to me.” He bit down on the top of her shoulder, hard.


  She exploded. Their years together had conditioned her to respond in some deliciously predictable ways. Pain was always followed immediately by pleasure.


  The more pain, the stronger the pleasure.


  Just threatening her with a spanking made her wet and horny.


  Ah, operant conditioning, thou art a wonderfully heartless and predictable bitch.


  Ross had to hold back as Loren rode his cock through the first and second waves of pleasure, the walls of her pussy clamping down on his cock, squeezing it as she surfed her orgasms.


  While he loved it rough and raw, taking her, owning her, deep inside his heart ached. He knew he could never change what had happened to her. Nothing could do that.


  What he had hoped was his love and devotion through the years might have somehow helped lessen the ache.


  Short-sightedness on his part, and he admitted it.


  He held back a little longer before starting to fuck her harder, faster. “Come for me, baby. Give it to me. I own it.”


  She did. It took him seconds to catch up, his balls emptying inside her, his arms around her, tightly holding her.


  And then the tears. Her body shook, silent sobs wracking her.


  He turned her around and held her, curling up with her right there on the carpet. Once she got her wits about her, they’d go take a nice, long bath together, cuddled together, before he carefully washed every inch of her flesh.


  Another cherished ritual they had.


  Then he’d take her to bed and they might nap, they might make love again.


  Talking would be on the agenda.


  Finally, she let out a deep sigh. “Thank you, Master,” she whispered.


  He kissed the top of her head. “You’re my good girl. I’ll always take care of my good girl. Just like I promised.”


  She snuggled even more tightly against him as he closed his eyes and wished he could have done more so many years ago.


  Wished he could get over his guilt that his indecision back then had forever changed the course of their future.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Sully sat across the table from Ross—the same table, ironically, that Sully had sat at with Loren a few days earlier. Once the waitress took their drink orders, he patiently waited for Ross to get to his point.


  Deja vu didn’t begin to describe it. While Sully had no problem keeping the confidences of his friends, the trick would be making sure to act like he’d never heard any part of the story he was pretty sure Ross was about to confess to him.


  “We’ve been friends for a long time,” Ross said.


  “We have.”


  “I need to talk to you about something. There was…an incident. It happened years ago, when Loren and I were in college. I need to talk to someone about it, but…” He trailed off, and it was the first time Sully could ever remember seeing his friend so indecisive.


  “Whatever it is, it’s between us,” Sully assured him.


  “Loren told me she talked to you.”


  Sully breathed out. “Okay.”


  “I’m not upset with her or you.” Ross clasped his hands on the table in front of him. “I’m kind of relieved. No one but her has even known a hint of what happened. Even she doesn’t know all the details.”


  “Like I told her, had you and I been friends back then, you would have had my help with it.”


  Ross smirked but didn’t meet his gaze. “I wish I could have helped you with that thing with Mac.”


  Sully froze.


  Then Ross met his gaze, evenly, levelly. “I suspect you and I have far more in common than most everyone else knows.”


  Sully slowly nodded. “You’d probably be right,” he finally said after pondering several possible answers.


  Even though he trusted Ross, he didn’t want to put Clarisse in jeopardy of any kind. The truth of that night was locked inside them, and Mac, who’d learned about it after his recovery. Not even Jason, his friend and former partner, who helped cover up the events, knew the full story.


  And he wasn’t about to tell Clarisse’s secrets for her. Not unless she wanted to tell them.


  Not unless she ever felt the need to unburden herself.


  Ross leaned back in his chair and stared out the windows at the water for a moment. “It’s been a heavy burden to bear. I’m not proud of myself. I’d like to think that, looking back, I would have handled it differently had it happened now. Yet, honestly? I don’t think I would.”


  He looked at Sully. “I befriended the assholes. It wasn’t difficult. Bought them liquor and nodded my head a lot. What Loren doesn’t know is not only were there more than her, there were a lot more. At least fifteen others, the best I can figure, based on what they told me themselves. The four of them were their own little private rapey sex club.


  “The fraternity honestly didn’t know what was going on. That much was true. But those four assholes were legacy members. Their parents all had money. And at least one of them, their father had told him it was okay as long as he didn’t get caught and the girl didn’t come from a rich family who would cause trouble. That any girl who allowed herself to be caught like that really did want it.”


  “Shit.”


  “Yeah. Tell me about it.” Ross returned his focus to the window. “Made me sick to my stomach to listen to them.” He let out a soft laugh. “They took pride in what they did. That they could get away with it. That they came from the kind of money that meant they didn’t have to worry about what they did in life. They’d always get bailed out.”


  Ross stared at his hands. “And you know what? I hated them. At that point, I hated the fact that my family had money, too. Because I could see a lot of my old man in how they were acting. Made me wonder if he pulled shit like that when he was in college. I’d already been pissed off at my old man for planning my life for me, assuming I’d get my law degree and run for office the way he had. He didn’t know I’d already applied to law schools all over the country. Anywhere to get away from him. And wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it, because the trust my grandfather set up for me didn’t specify where I went to school, it just said it’d pay all the expenses. Including living expenses.”


  “And that’s how you afforded to move Loren down to Florida.”


  “Yep. She didn’t know I had money when we first got together. And it was a moot point, because my father cut me off anyway when I married her. But it was okay, because between working, and with the trust from my grandfather, I could make it on my own without my father’s money. Was determined to make it on my own, if for no other reason than to piss off my old man even more. But especially to take care of Loren. Loren fell in love with me because she loved me, not because of my money. She didn’t know anything about that until after we were engaged. And then I made my own money.”


  “I thought you reconciled with your father?”


  “I did. Just before he died a few years back. He was terminal. So I don’t know if it was an honest effort on his part or if he was just trying to stack the deck in his favor for the hereafter. And I hate that I feel like that, but it’s the truth. I’ll never respect the man, and not even sure if I loved him at the end. Damn sure didn’t like him. I reconciled with him more for my mother’s sake than my own.”


  Ross studied his hands for a moment. “Those little rich assholes took away not just Loren’s dreams, but mine, too. I’d wanted kids. Loren wanted kids. When the doctors finally said it definitely wasn’t going to happen, I asked her if she wanted to adopt and she said no. That she was afraid if she did, if she didn’t bond with a child that they might be a daily reminder of why she couldn’t have kids. And I wasn’t about to force the issue.”


  “I can’t fault her for the self-awareness there.”


  “Neither could I. Tilly’s the same way. I guess that’s not my story to tell. But it is a reason why Tilly and Loren are so close. Like sisters. Closer. All Loren told Tilly about her…issue, was that a guy in college raped her.” He sighed. “On the way back from the lunch a couple of months ago, when Clarisse told the girls about the twins, Tilly had a breakdown on the way home. They had to pull over so she could cry it out of her system. It really triggered Loren. Then on top of that, the anniversary, one of the assholes’ sisters contacting her…”


  When he didn’t continue, Sully asked, “How’s Loren doing?”


  “Coping. Would you believe she asked me for fifty goddamned cane strokes that night when I got home and she confessed she’d talked to the guy’s sister? I couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. I gave her ten so she wouldn’t feel bad.”


  “Yeah, been there, done that. Once they get it into their head that they think they deserve a punishment, they get pissed off if they don’t get it. Catch-22. It’s easier to beat them, sometimes. I’ll never understand it, but I’ve quit questioning it. Logic doesn’t apply.”


  “Amen.” Ross sipped his iced tea.


  “So how did you do it? Just out of curiosity.” Sully knew he didn’t need to clarify.


  Ross laughed, but it held no humor. “Got them drunk and spiked the booze with their own drugs. I’d already scoped out the road. Two of them smoked, so I made sure I had matches and an open pack of cigarettes. They picked me up, I got them drunk, waited until they passed out, and set it all up. I knew that stretch of road was usually empty that time of night. I wore gloves. Drove out there, poured a couple of liquor bottles all over their clothes and left the partially empty bottles in the car with them. Dumped half of a five-gallon can of gas inside the trunk and left it sitting in there with the cap off. I’d hidden a bike in the brush nearby, along with a scissor jack. I jacked up the car’s rear axle after I put Kessling in the driver’s seat, made sure all their seat belts were fastened, and started the car. Shifted it into drive, put the cruise control on.”


  Ross took a deep breath. “Then I lit a match and tossed it in through the open window. After it went up, I walked around to the back and shoved the car hard enough to knock it forward off the jack.”


  Ross made a sailing motion with his hand, a graceful arc followed by a sudden plunge. “I knew from the angle that it would miss the guardrail.”


  “What about skid marks?”


  “There weren’t any. Dirt road.”


  “They didn’t suffer enough,” Sully said.


  Ross picked up his iced tea and took a sip. “At least one of them suffered. I heard him screaming as the car went over.”


  “You didn’t hang around?”


  “Just long enough to make sure they hit bottom and watch the boom. Then I grabbed the jack, used a branch to smooth out where the rear tires hit the ground, and my footprints, and boogied. I knew the emergency vehicles would roll over any other tracks. Recovered the bike and headed back into town. I’d left my car parked near Loren’s building, just in case. Right across the street. It sat there all night. That way, anyone who thought about questioning me, I figured at least one person besides Loren could be found who might remember seeing my car sitting there all night. I wore gloves for everything, left the bike unchained in front of a liquor store, and it was gone when I went by the next morning. I tossed the jack into some brush on my way back, a couple of miles from the accident site.”


  “Damn.” Sully held up his glass in a toast. “You, my friend, should have been a cop.”


  Ross clinked iced tea glasses with him. “What’s saddest, I think?” Ross noted. “Those assholes trusted me just because I had money. They had talent and potential and the best education money could buy, and they didn’t give a shit because all they wanted to do was figure out how to get whatever they wanted and flaunt screwing the system in the process. They had no souls. I slept better that night than I think I had in my life. And I’ve never lost a minute’s sleep over it.”


  Sully nodded. “Believe me, I’ve never lost a minute’s sleep over my situation, either.”


  “So, my friend. My honest question is, do you still respect me?”


  “Ross, I think I respect you more than ever. I’m damn proud to call you my friend. Why the need to unburden yourself now, though? After so many years.”


  Ross pondered it for a moment. “Partly because I wanted to make sure you and I were okay. And partly because I wanted to know if I’m a sociopathic asshole who should turn myself in for what I did.”


  “Sociopaths don’t usually question the validity of their actions, so I’d say you’re safe there. To answer the first part, yes. We’re okay.”


  “I guess I also needed to vent a little. I’m not a religious man, and a therapist might have felt compelled to report what I did.”


  “Sounds to me like all you did was make something right. Sometimes, that’s all we can do, no matter how badly we want to fix something for the people we love.”


  “Amen,” Ross agreed and they clinked their iced tea glasses in another toast. “A-freaking-men.”
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