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      Thanks to her parents' new wealth, her family moves to an exclusive neighborhood and Aurora transfers to Breckridge Academy for her senior year. She makes good friends, a couple of rivals, and finds the perfect boyfriend in Carson. Rory might like her new home and school if it weren't for her stalker, Dalen Hudson. He’s a spoiled rich boy, who thinks he can have anything he wants. He’s set his sights on her, and he’s relentless.

      

      This story contains some violence and concepts that might be too upsetting for younger readers, implied sexuality, and cursing. This is a one boy/one girl romance with a stalker and elements of suspense. This is not a bully romance or reverse harem.

      

      The Breckride Academy series features different characters in each standalone book, with the academy as the background location for each YA/NA tale.
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      “How could you?”

      Dalen turned around at the sound of the trembling voice of a boy behind him. Anger laced the tone, coupled with fear. He frowned at the boy standing before him. He was short and thin, with a mass of pimples. His blond hair was on the greasy side, and it didn’t look like it had seen a comb this morning. He couldn’t be much past fourteen, so he was probably a freshman. “What? Are you talking to me, kid?”

      Though shaking, the kid straightened his spine. “You bastard. She told me what you did to her.” He looked nauseated. “How can you do such a thing? How can you play with people like that?”

      He had to struggle not to yawn. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Denise Handy,” the kid spit out furiously. “She was part of your game last weekend.”

      “Oh.” Dalen shrugged. “So what?”

      The kid’s hands balled into fists. “She was a virgin. We were waiting for Homecoming—”

      Dalen shrugged again. His eyes narrowed when the boy lifted his arm, and he caught his wrist easily. He applied enough pressure to make the kid cry out with pain before he twisted and pushed him against the locker. “Look, kid, I know it was a big deal for her, and you too, but you should thank me.”

      His eyes were wide with fear, but he didn’t seem any less angry. “I should thank you for raping my girlfriend?” The last word emerged as an outraged squeak.

      Dalen didn’t bother to turn around to see if anyone had heard the kid’s words. Who would care if they had? “Breaking in virgins isn’t any fun. My way was easier.” He grinned at the boy. “Be thankful she doesn’t remember it all, or she wouldn’t want you.”

      The boy cried out with anger, but it turned to a muffled whimper when Dalen shoved him more forcefully against the locker. “You hurt her—”

      He interrupted before the kid could prattle on about his girlfriend’s emotions. “See, the truth is, the game was a big deal for both of you. It might be the single most earth-shattering moment of her life.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a confidential whisper. “But I can’t even remember what she looked like. I wouldn’t know her name if you hadn’t said it. I’ll remember her as number twenty-one.”

      Tears rolled down the boy’s face, and he seemed ashamed by them. He ducked his head, refusing to meet Dalen’s eyes. “You’re a monster.”

      Dalen laughed and released the kid. He gave him a not-so-gentle shove down the hall, causing the freshman to stumble and fall to his knees. “Don’t bother me again.”

      With one last angry glower, the kid picked himself up and hurried away.

      Dalen turned back to his locker to take out his books for first period. He shook his head at the kid’s balls, wondering how a freshman had the nerve to stand up to him. Despite his annoyance with the boy’s behavior, part of Dalen admired his moxie for trying to protect his girlfriend.

      He wondered if he would ever love anyone enough to risk everything for them. His eyes scanned the halls automatically, but all he saw was a plethora of spoiled, self-centered, rich girls chattering inanely. Not one of them was worthy of his heart, and he moved on, dismissing the idea of finding the love of his life at Breckridge Academy.
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      With a sigh of dissatisfaction, Rory dropped the brush onto her dressing table. She examined her appearance in the full-length mirror that ran along one wall of her room in her parents' new house. “I look horrible.” Maybe she just felt horrible, clad in the required uniform, getting ready to endure her first day at Breckridge Academy. She cocked her head and tried to be more objective about the outfit.

      She didn't really look that bad, she decided, though she didn’t like the ensemble. The red skirt was short and pleated. The tie was made from plaid material with hunter green, navy, and maroon. The simple blouse was white silk and paired with a red blazer. The color of the blazer clashed with her red-gold hair. Fortunately, she had good legs from all the dancing she did, and the skirt looked good on her.

      The final touch was a pair of court shoes. Until her enrollment at Breckridge Academy, Rory had never heard of court shoes. They turned out to be plain shoes with blocky heels. The male students were required to wear loafers, but at least they didn’t have to wear white tights with their red slacks. Rory thought it was a particular torture the faculty had reserved for the female students. After all, until ten years ago, Breckridge Academy had been an all-boys’ school called Barneby-Hudson.

      “Rory, breakfast is ready,” her mother called up the stairs. “Hurry down and eat. You don't want to be late on your first day.”

      Rory rolled her eyes and ignored her mother as she applied make-up. One would think her mother had been slaving over a hot stove since daybreak from her long-suffering tone. In reality, the brand-new cook had been the one in the kitchen. She had been “purchased” to match the deluxe kitchen. Rory had laughed when she first met Maria, because the woman's hair was the same shade as the accent color of walnut brown featured heavily in the kitchen’s décor.

      Finally, with a disgusted sigh, Rory grabbed her leather backpack—one of the few things the students were allowed to pick for themselves—slung it over her shoulder, and tromped down the stairs. She took a seat in the dining room, longing for the days when her family ate in the kitchen of their old house in Los Angeles. She sighed, knowing things wouldn’t go back to the old way now that they had settled in Breckridge.

      “I still don't know why I have to go to Breckridge Academy,” she said to her father, who hid behind the Wall Street Journal. “We only live forty minutes from my old high school. With the car you bought me, I could be there and back in no time. I wouldn't mind getting up early to commute.”

      With a long sigh, Dan folded his paper and looked at her. “Part of the reason we moved to Breckridge was to get you and Ricky out of the public school system. It isn't safe there. Breckridge Academy has a wonderful reputation.”

      Rory rolled her eyes as she picked up a piece of toast, tearing at it absently while she tried to persuade him. “But, Dad, I'm going to hate it here. I don't know anyone, and I won't fit in with all those rich kids.”

      Dan smiled. “That's not true, Rory. You're worth a lot more than most of the kids at that school, so you’ll be one of them.”

      “I want to go home. I hate this place.”

      Her father picked up his paper again. “You had all summer to get out and make friends. You're the one who chose to spend most of your time with your friends in Los Angeles. I don't mean to sound harsh, but you wasted an opportunity. You'll do fine,” he added encouragingly, seemingly as an afterthought.

      “But, Dad—”

      He flicked his paper. “I don't want to hear another word, Aurora. You'd best find your place here, because this is your home now.” He returned his attention to the stocks, and Rory subsided into silence as her mother joined them for breakfast, followed quickly by her little brother.

      Ricky, with the appetite of a fifteen-year-old boy, wolfed down a huge breakfast in the time Rory ate two pieces of toast and a boiled egg. “You ready?” he asked around his last mouth of food, before gulping a third glass of orange juice.

      “I guess.” She made no effort to hide her lack of enthusiasm. She rose from the mahogany table, pushing back her velvet-cushioned chair.

      Leigh raised her cheek for a kiss, and Ricky smacked one on her before rushing from the room. A bit more sedately, Rory folded her napkin and brushed a peck on her mother's cheek.

      Leigh put a hand on her arm. “It will be fine, darling.” She squeezed her arm gently. “You'll make friends in no time.”

      Rory snorted. “Whatever.” She strode out of the dining room, stopping to pick up her backpack from the hall table on her way out of the house. She resisted the urge to shout out her anger as she rounded the house and walked down the driveway to her car and waiting brother.

      Ricky sat in her black Mustang, and he had lowered the top. “Hurry up.” He practically bounced with excitement. “I want to get there before class starts. I told Billy and Erick I'd meet them.” Unlike Rory, Ricky had thrown himself into the social life at Breckridge within his first week after the move. The boy next door, Billy, had befriended him, and Ricky was ecstatic.

      When they lived in L.A., he'd never been popular, nor had any friends at all for that matter. Ricky was chubby and on the short side, but he had Dan's intelligence. Academic success had not been a sought-after talent for popularity, and he had been a target for lots of kids' meanness. Here in Breckridge, he had two friends already and had spent so much time running around, he'd lost twenty-five pounds over the summer.

      With a start, Rory noticed Ricky wasn't the fat kid anymore. He was still chubby, but he looked different. He had grown three inches, which further contributed to the appearance of weight loss. He was cute, she realized with shock. “You had a good summer, didn't you?” she asked as she slid behind the wheel. “You're looking good, Ricky.” She avoided meeting his eyes, embarrassed by the praise and assuming he would be too.

      Ricky didn’t acknowledge her compliment, but there was a catch in his voice. “It was a great summer. I love Breckridge. There're all kinds of hiking trails outside of town, and most of the people are really nice here.”

      Rory reversed down the long drive and pulled out onto the street. “I guess,” she said blandly. She hated all things Breckridge. It was her senior year, for goodness sakes. She was supposed to be enjoying it surrounded by her friends. After all, she'd had an easy schedule picked out, and she’d planned to continue with her dance lessons. She had even had the perfect part-time job arranged, teaching ballet and tap to the four to seven-year-olds.

      All that had changed now. Breckridge Academy had much tougher requirements, so she was stuck taking math, science, foreign language, history, and English classes when she should have been taking mostly electives. Gone were the plans of hanging out until all hours with her friends, only to be replaced with mental images of toiling over thick books late into the night.

      As for dancing, she had tried not to think about it. She hadn’t even stretched or practiced during the three months they had lived in the small town. She hadn't bothered to look for a dance teacher because she doubted any would be as good as Tabitha Rassmouseau. Because of the move and subsequent upheaval, she hadn’t been able to start teaching the ballet class that summer. Tabitha reluctantly gave the job to one of Rory’s former classmates, who wasn’t as talented, but was dependable. That meant her part-time job wasn’t available.

      Her mouth twisted. In light of recent events, she didn’t have to work. That should have mollified her somewhat, but it didn’t. Instead, she felt resentful of her father’s success. It had altered her life completely.

      It took less than ten minutes to get to the school going down Maple Street, and Rory parked in the nearly full lot. Most cars were late-models or new for the year. Not one car was less than twenty thousand when purchased new, and she rolled her eyes again. It was pathetic to buy all these rich kids expensive cars to destroy on the weekends. The irony of it was, she drove an expensive car, but it had been a seventeenth-birthday present. She awoke that morning to find her rusty old Volvo towed and replaced with the Mustang. Of course, she liked the Mustang, but she missed Vee-Girl.

      “See you.” Ricky hopped out and hurried into the school almost as soon as she shut off the engine. He was soon lost in the crowd of students spilling into the school. With a sigh, Rory tamped down the desire to ditch and dragged herself out of the car after raising the top and locking the doors.

      Her backpack was heavy, filled with the books she needed, and she trudged into the antique-façade building, keeping her head down and ignoring everyone. In the activity center, she plopped her pack on a free table and dug out her registration packet from the side pocket. It also contained her locker number and combination.

      Last week, Rory's mother had dragged her and Ricky in to tour the school so they could find their classrooms and know where everything was. As she glanced at the people milling around the activity center, she was relieved her mother had insisted she come along when she resisted.

      Rory pushed through the crowd and made her way to the senior hall, to the seniors' lockers. It had to be a bottom locker, she thought with a sigh as she crouched to input the combination. The knob resisted her efforts to turn, and it wouldn’t click on 38.

      When she finally got the three numbers in correctly, the lock didn’t want to open. She struggled to pry it open and jumped with surprise when someone pinched her buttocks. She whipped around in outrage, but there were so many people flowing through the hall she couldn't tell who might have done it.

      Her gaze settled on a group of jocks moving towards the door, all wearing varsity athlete jackets. She decided they were the most likely culprits. That didn’t help her, since she had no proof and couldn’t do anything about it. Why bother anyway? She knew how it worked for the elite, no matter which school or situation. They were above the rules.

      With a muttered curse, she returned her attention to the lock.

      “Need some help?” someone asked.

      Rory looked up into a sculpted male face, complete with dark-green eyes, and sandy-brown hair. He smiled down at her, and Rory nodded, speechless. When he knelt beside her, she inhaled his cologne, and her heart rate accelerated.

      He made short work of the lock. He grinned at her. “For the tuition this place charges, you’d think they could afford new locks.”

      She nodded, feeling unaccountably shy. He held out the lock, and she eventually remembered to take it from him. “Thanks.”

      He shrugged and stood up, extending a hand to help her up too. She grasped it, and he lifted her to her feet. “No problem. I'm Carson Winslow.” He still held her hand, and he turned it sideways to shake it.

      She blushed, enjoying touching him. After the pain of breaking up with her first and only boyfriend, she had decided she wouldn’t date for a while. She hadn’t counted on feeling the tingle of instant attraction that accompanied his light caresses. “I'm Rory Abramson.”

      “Are you new?” he asked as they walked down the hall to the exit that led to the main buildings.

      “Um hmm.” She nodded. “We moved here this summer from L.A.”

      “Welcome.” His green eyes seemed to drink in the sight of her face as they stopped walking and turned to each other. It wasn’t until someone bumped him that he shook his head, breaking the spell. “I have to get to class, but I hope to see you again.”

      “So do I,” she said, blinking. He walked away from her with a wave, and she watched him go until he was out of sight. Then she returned her attention to the schedule to locate her first class. After noting the classroom number of her Literature class, she made her way down the hall, stopping to view the map once or twice.

      The first two classes passed in a blur, with Rory learning little. In first period, she overheard the strategies of the cheer team as two members of the squad whispered about the subject through first period. They didn’t even glance her way when they left the classroom, but she didn’t fail to notice them as they walked past her desk. The tall, imposing blonde wore her cheer uniform, though the girl she had spoken to wore the required school uniform.

      Nothing enlivened her second-period Calculus class, and she found herself writing Carson’s name on an empty page and doodling around it. When she found herself changing the O to a heart, she ripped out the page and crumpled it in her hand. She didn’t want to like anything or anybody in Breckridge.

      Rory's third class of the day was Perspectives in American Government, and she immediately spotted the two girls from the cheer squad in her first-period class. They were deep in conversation with a black-haired young man with incredible features and strange blue eyes. He looked up and saw Rory, taking time to examine her. He licked his lips and winked.

      She took a seat on the other side of the class. His actions were lightly flirtatious, but a predatory glint in his eyes carried to her across the distance of the classroom. She could feel his gaze on her throughout Mr. Tinge’s lecture on expansionism.

      Rory was relieved when the bell rang, and she was on her way out the door when the two girls from her first class stopped her.

      “Are you new?” the blonde asked.

      Rory nodded, trying not to notice the way their friend stood behind them, eyeing her breasts. “Yes. I moved here from L.A.”

      The girl’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Really? Don’t you hate this backwater town? It must be such a shock after living in a cool place.”

      She nodded again, unable to speak as the girl continued.

      “I can’t wait to get out of this place.” She eyed Rory for a long moment. “Make sure you make the right connections here, um…what was your name again?”

      “Rory.”

      She frowned. “Strange name. I’m Jeri.” She didn’t bother to introduce her companions. “We’ll be seeing you, Rory.”

      “Okay.” Rory headed for the door. She could feel their gazes drilling into her, and she struggled to stand upright and walk straight. Overall, they were intimidating.

      Rory made it through Latin and Advanced Biology unscathed, though with a depressing amount of homework. She spent the lunch period huddled in the bathroom, listening to three girls speak excitedly about a party on Friday, while she attempted to concentrate on reading Beowulf to catch up with her literature class. When the first bell rang, she waited for them to leave before she emerged from the stall. The bathroom was empty, and she took time to brush her hair before hurrying to her next class.

      When she walked in her French class, she saw Carson sitting in the back row, and he waved her over. She smiled at him and took a seat beside him. “Hi.” She plopped her books on the desk, having discarded her backpack and the other books in her locker after last period.

      “How's the first day going?”

      She groaned. “It’s boring as hell. All the teachers do is drone on. Haven’t they ever heard of interactive classes?”

      He grinned. “Breckridge Academy is still entrenched in the past. It took a lawsuit to make the school co-ed. Aside from the introduction of breasts, nothing much has changed here in the last hundred years.” Red tinged his ears when he said that, and he dropped his gaze. “Uh, sorry.”

      “No problem.”

      After an awkward silence, he said, “So, tell me something about you.”

      Rory gave him a brief history, trying to gloss over her anger about the move and hide her childish resentment over the success of her father’s engine design. She ended her summation with:  “That brings me here, to this crappy town.”

      “It’s not all bad.”

      She snorted, but didn’t answer.

      “I’m here.” His expression was comical, but his cheeks reddened. Fortunately for both of them, he didn't have time to say anything else that might embarrass one or both of them, because the final bell rang and the teacher started speaking in French. Rory was lost and her confusion showed. They were at least a year ahead of her last class.

      The arrival of a late student interrupted the teacher’s lecture in mid-sentence. She frowned at him and switched to English to berate him. “You're late, Dalen, and I don’t appreciate it. Let's not have a repetition of last year, shall we?”

      She recognized him as the young man who had given her the once-over in third period, and Rory shifted uncomfortably as he flashed a grin at the teacher, shrugged, and strutted to the seat behind her. He sat in silence, but there seemed to be a subtle battle of wills between Dalen and the teacher. The hour passed slowly, and she wasn’t able to concentrate on the lesson. She swore his gaze didn’t leave the back of her head, though she didn’t know why she was certain of that.

      After the class ended, Carson waited for her to gather her things, and they began talking again as they walked to the door. He was just telling her about the limited fun one could have in Breckridge when someone pushed in between them.

      Dalen shoved Carson and turned to face him. “If it isn't Scholarship Carson?” he asked in a mock-friendly tone. “What’ve you been up to this summer? Slumming with the poor people, no doubt. Did you go to Chicago and visit your dad?” A cruel chuckle slipped from Dalen.  “Oops. I forgot he doesn't acknowledge you since he left your mom for his new wife and kids.” He shoved Carson once more, a bit more than playfully, and headed out the door after winking at Rory.

      “What a jerk,” Rory whispered to Carson.

      “Yeah.” He sounded bored, but his eyes burned with anger. “See you.” When they stepped into the hall, he took the opposite direction from her without so much as a “bye,” though he had been friendly before the incident. With a confused shake of her head, Rory headed down the hall to Interpretive Dance, her one fun class.

      She was at the doorway when the jerk stepped in line beside her. “Hey,” he said.

      “Witty,” she whispered under breath.

      “What?” he asked, frowning.

      “I said hello.” She kept her tone level.

      Dalen smiled. “I'm Dalen Hudson. Welcome to my school.”

      “Your school?” she asked with a quirked brow.

      Dalen paused to open the door for her. “My mother is the headmistress, and my father is on the board. My great-grandfather was a founding member, along with his friend Hugh Barneby. Breckridge used to be Barneby-Hudson.” He displayed perfect white teeth when he grinned. They were a sparkling contrast to his tanned skin, thick black hair worn to his collar, and light-blue eyes rimmed with dark blue. He was muscular and almost a foot taller than her own five-two. The way he loomed over her was disquieting, and she realized she was afraid of him. She didn’t know what it was about this man that frightened her, but she wanted to get away from him.

      Her eyes darted around their location, seeking someone nearby to call on for assistance, though the urge was illogical. He hadn’t done anything to her. Her gaze moved downward, and her eyes narrowed when she saw a letterman's jacket hanging over his arm. Was he the one who grabbed her bottom this morning?

      She cleared her throat and focused on taking deep breaths. They were in a public place, and she had no reason to fear him. She sensed hiding her fear was important, and she struggled to react normally to his revelation. “That must be nice for you,” she said blandly, concentrating on taking smooth steps as she hurried to the gym.

      He followed behind her. “It can be nice to have sort of a free pass.” His voice dropped an octave. “I’m generous though, and my friends receive the same consideration.”

      “Of course they do.” Even in her old school, with thousands of students, a handful had been granted privileges simply because they were who they were—sons and daughters of powerful people who sent their children to public school for whatever reason; natural athletes that could take the school to new heights of glory; and those with the attitude to demand special treatment and receive it. She hadn’t fallen into any of those groups in L.A., and she didn’t want to here.

      He continued to follow her, seemingly not put off by her lack of enthusiasm for their conversation and his presence. Frustrated, she turned on him. “I'm going to Interpretive Dance. I doubt that's your class, and I don’t need an escort.”

      “I have Weightlifting.” His expression was a combination of amusement and confusion as he scooted entirely too close to her. Apparently, he couldn’t understand why she wasn’t falling over herself for him. “In the gym, right next to your classroom.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Jeri's having a party Friday,” he said as the beige brick building came in sight. “Are you coming?”

      Rory shrugged. “I don't know who Jeri is. I haven't been invited.”

      “You met her in Government.” He smiled crookedly. “But that doesn’t matter, ‘cause you've been invited by me.” He touched her arm briefly before disappearing into the boys’ locker room. Rory shook her head and made her way into the girls’ room. It wasn’t so easy to dismiss the chill of fear remaining at the base of her spine or her racing heartbeat as she walked to the cage in the center of the room.

      She was given a locker by a harried looking assistant teacher and quickly undressed, putting on white tights and a black leotard. As long as the uniform was modest, there was no restriction on what the students could wear. She had worn an outfit similar to this for the past eleven years, since enrolling in her first dance class.

      As she was lacing up her toe shoes, a pretty brown-haired girl sat on the bench beside her, stripping off her clothes. “Hi,” she told Rory shyly.

      Rory smiled. “Hello,” she answered and stood up.

      “I'm Korith Bursey.” She held out a hand, wearing her jeans and bra.

      “Rory Abramson,” Rory told her. “See you in class,” she added and went into the gym. There were blue mats scattered on the floor and Rory sat down on one, going through her stretching routine. She was ready when the last students came in the room and each selected a mat. Rory watched their warm-up routine and discovered it wasn't much different from her own.

      Korith was three mats away, stretching her legs, and she smiled over at Rory. “Watch out for her,” a voice warned. “She's a lesbo.” Rory spun around to see a petite blonde girl contorting her body.

      “She seems nice,” Rory said lamely.

      The girl puckered her mouth. “Whatever,” she dismissed. “You were warned,” she added. Their teacher began to talk then and Rory was soon absorbed in the class. It was the first time all day she felt able to relax and didn't have to worry about making a fool of herself. As she watched the other students, she realized she was way ahead of most of them. Only three or four seemed to be her equal, including Korith.

      “All right, ladies and gentleman,” The teacher waved to Ross, the only male student, “That's enough for today.” Rory followed the others into the locker room and showered before dressing in jean shorts and a T-shirt she'd packed in her bag that morning. Since dance was her last class of the day, she didn't think anyone would mind if she shed the uniform. She noticed several other girls had done the same.

      She was leaving the locker room when the blonde girl stepped in line beside her. “You're good,” she complimented.

      “Thanks,” Rory said politely. “So are you.” The girl nodded, then catching sight of her friends, hurried off. Rory noticed she was dressed in a cheerleader uniform and she was meeting another group of people clad in the same maroon and blue uniform.

      Rory hurried to her car where Ricky and Billy were loitering. “Can we give Billy a ride?” Ricky asked sweetly, looking hot and rumpled in his blazer and navy slacks.

      Smiling, Rory unlocked the doors. “Sure,” she agreed. They climbed in and Rory started the car, putting the top down. She accelerated out of the parking lot and got behind a red BMW. “Imagine having a BMW when you're in high school,” she uttered idly.

      Billy, a tall, lanky kid with red hair and freckles, nodded enthusiastically. “I'd love it,” he told them. “But I'd rather have a Porsche like Dalen Hudson.”

      “He has a Porsche?” Ricky asked with a degree of excitement Rory had never seen. Her brother began regaling about the features in a Porsche and Billy joined him. She rolled her eyes at their conversation, but she was pleased that Ricky had a good friend. She'd never realized her brother had an interest in cars but it shouldn't surprise her. Ricky and Dan were both mechanically inclined. In fact, it was Dan's invention that had elevated their income to the current level.

      They were two blocks from home when Rory caught sight of a Dairy Queen. Ice cream sounded like the best thing in the world to her and she licked her lips. “You guys want ice cream?” she offered. “My treat.” They nodded enthusiastically and Rory turned into the parking lot.

      They trooped inside and studied the board. They stood at the counter for a couple of minutes before someone came to help them. It was Carson and Rory smiled at him. “We meet again,” she teased and he smiled back, obviously in a better mood than when she'd last seen him.

      “Hey there,” he said cheerfully. “What can I get you?” Billy and Ricky placed their orders while Rory studied the menu. Finally, she selected and gave him her order. “Sounds good,” he commented with a wink and took her money. He returned shortly with their ice cream, making sure to brush his hand against her fingers. Rory smiled and blushed, stuttering a thank you. Billy and Ricky had a table, so Rory joined them, still blushing.

      She liked Carson but didn't want to make the first move. She'd broken up with her boyfriend over the summer, less than two months ago, and she didn't know if she wanted the pressure of another relationship again already. Still, Carson would be a nice one to go with, she thought to herself with a small smile. She shook her head, thinking she was acting ridiculous. After all, she'd only known him one day and didn't even really know anything about him.

      It took forever to get the boys to leave and it was nearly four-thirty when they headed for the door. Rory saw Dalen and an entourage of people walk through the door and bit back a groan. She pretended like she didn't see him but he saw her and grabbed her arm. “Hey, Rory, why don't you join us?” he invited while pulling her closer.

      “Thanks, but I was just leaving,” she told him ultra-politely and tried to pull her hand away. He tightened his grip, frowning at her. She bit her lip and jerked out of his grasp. She glared at him and turned away.

      “Wait up,” Dalen called as his friends went to the counter. He followed Rory outside and took hold of her from behind, wrapping his arms around her. “Come back in for a little while,” he cajoled.

      Rory struggled against his hold. “Let go of me,” she hissed at him as Ricky looked up from the Porsche he and Billy were studying. His eyes narrowed as he took in Rory's stance.

      “What's up, Rory?” he asked timidly as he approached. Even he could see he was no match for the guy who was holding his sister but if she was in trouble, he had to try to help. After all, he was now taller than Rory.

      Rory whispered. “Let go of me, Dalen,” as Ricky got closer. “I don't want him involved in this.”

      Dalen nuzzled her neck. “Is he your boyfriend?” he asked casually while squeezing her wrist.

      “He's my brother.” She gasped as he squeezed harder before releasing her. She stepped away from him so quickly she stumbled and he caught her. She was plastered against him in a parody of a lover's embrace and she shuddered with revulsion. “Nothing,” she told Ricky as he stood shakily by her side. “This is a...friend,” she finished lamely.

      “Okay,” he answered uncertainly as Dalen continued to hold on to Rory. “Can we go now? I need to do my homework.”

      “Sure,” Rory responded with relief as a white convertible squealed into the lot. Four of the girls from cheerleading piled out, taking in the scene. “I'm more than ready,” she added and wrenched away from Dalen, hurting her shoulder in the process.

      “You move quickly, Dalen,” Jeri called on her way in with the others. Rory's face burned as she and Ricky hurried to the car. She got behind the wheel and pulled away without fastening her seat belt. She stopped a block later and put it on. She wanted to cry and couldn't stop shaking. She felt violated by Dalen though he'd most likely just been flirting with her. Rory rubbed her wrist as she reminded herself she didn't know Dalen. Maybe that was his way of being friendly. If so, she didn't want to be friends with him.

      Ricky and Billy were subdued, either picking up on her mood or realizing for themselves that something had happened at the Dairy Queen. When Rory pulled the Mustang into the drive, the boys climbed out without using the doors. “I'll be home later,” Ricky said over his shoulder as he and Billy cut across the yard to Billy's house.

      Rory went inside, taking time to drop her books on the bed upstairs before going back down the stairs and in to the kitchen to have a snack. Sitting at the oak table that resembled the one that had been in their old house was comforting. So was eating apples slathered with peanut butter and drinking homemade iced tea. When she'd finished her snack, Rory returned to her room and opened her books. She had a hard time concentrating because she couldn't dismiss the incident with Dalen from her mind. He scared her and she didn't know why. She wasn't a timid person normally but something about Dalen worried her.

      She was engrossed in Beowulf, enjoying it more than she'd expected, when her mother tapped on the door and came in. Leigh threw herself across Rory's bed and for just a moment, barefoot and wearing old jeans, she looked like the mother Rory remembered from L.A. before the money came. “How did it go?” Leigh asked as she idly thumbed through Rory's advanced biology book.

      Lately Rory and her mother had not spoken. They'd talked to each other but the words they'd said had no meaning. Rory had still not forgiven her parents for moving her to Breckridge, as unreasonable as that was. Feeling closer to Leigh then she had in months, Rory told her about her day, from start to finish.

      When Leigh heard about Dalen she frowned. “Be careful,” she cautioned her daughter. The boy sounded like trouble to her. “He sounds...dangerous.” Perhaps the word was a tad melodramatic, Leigh acknowledged to herself.

      Rory nodded emphatically. “I don't know if he is, and I don't intend to find out.”

      Leigh sat up, looking at her watch. “I have to get ready, honey, but if anything else happens let me know.” Rory looked at her and once again, Leigh had changed back into her pod-person costume, the rich society wife of Dan Abramson, inventor of the better airplane engine.

      “What's for dinner?” Rory asked distantly.

      Shrugging, Leigh rose from the bed. “Whatever you want. Just let Maria know. Your father and I are having dinner at the country club.”

      “Of course,” Rory said bitterly. “Thanks for the talk, Mother,” she said coldly, forcing her attention back to the book. Leigh sighed deeply and left. Rory studied through nine o'clock just to get caught up then went down to forage from the fridge. She had yogurt and a ham sandwich before returning to the bedroom that had been decorated by some stranger.

      The room was lavender and cream, with lace and satin everywhere. It would have been the average teen girl's dream but Rory had never cared for it. To be honest, she'd resisted every change that had been thrust upon her during the last eighteen months, but she didn't think she'd like the room under any circumstances. She preferred neutral tones and simple patterns. She didn't go for all the dainty ruffles everywhere. The only thing she truly liked in the room was the walk-in closet and full-length mirror. If she ever started dancing again, she could use it to study her form and techniques.

      She fell asleep eventually and when the alarm screamed the next morning, she considered throwing it out the window. Since she had to get out of bed either way, she settled for shutting it off. After a shower, she put on a fresh school uniform and tucked another casual outfit in her pack. She brushed out her curly hair and put it in a ponytail.

      Rory ate alone in the kitchen because neither of her parents were up yet and Ricky wasn't down. She turned on the television in the family room and waited for Ricky. Finally, he came down in the navy slacks and maroon blazer, heading straight to the kitchen. Rory almost laughed when she saw his face. He had toilet paper squares in three places. Obviously, this was the morning he'd picked for his first shave. She sniffed, noticing he was wearing some of dad's aftershave, and bit back a grin. It had to be a girl affecting her brother.

      “Do you mind if Billy rides with us again?” he asked. “He won't get a car until he turns sixteen next month.”

      “I don't mind,” Rory agreed, grabbing her pack from the floor and following Ricky out. They drove to the school, the boys chattering and Rory occasionally grinning. The name Moriah Kelley came up frequently and she laughed aloud. Rory parked in the same place as yesterday, next to a dusty Nissan. She had to look again to make sure she was seeing what she thought she was. Imagine having the nerve to park that in the Breckridge Academy parking lot, she thought with a giggle, loving the person’s chutzpah.

      She got through the day without running into anyone unpleasant, like Dalen, until sixth period. Rory went to French class and sat by Carson. He grinned and winked at her and she leaned over to talk to him as Dalen brushed by, blocking her. “Rory,” he whispered intimately. “How are you today?”

      She glared at him. “Fine,” she bit out, pulling back when she noticed how close her mouth was to the bulge in his jeans. The bell rang and Dalen sat behind her, scooting his desk close to hers. She looked over at Carson but he was no longer looking at her. She tried to get his attention but he acted like she didn't exist.

      The teacher announced they would be seeing a film and a few people cheered. “You need to take notes,” she admonished and turned out the lights. The projector had been running for only a few minutes when Dalen's hands settled on Rory's shoulders. She twitched and scooted her desk up a little farther but he followed.

      As the movie progressed, he continued to touch her and play with her hair. Rory tried to evade him but he always managed to touch her again. His hand slipped down to her breast and she grabbed it, digging in nails that were a decent length. Dalen's retaliation was swift and painful. He grabbed a lock of her hair and yanked so hard tears came to her eyes.

      The light came on and he dropped his hands. Rory looked over at Carson and saw him glaring their way. She hung her head and rubbed at the spot where Dalen had pulled her hair. The bell rang and everyone filed from the class. Carson was one of the first out the door and Rory stared after him with sad eyes. Dalen waited for her to gather her books, and she ignored him as he followed her to the gym.

      Rory made it through dance on autopilot. Afterwards she dressed in the leggings and matching exercise top she'd packed, throwing on her sneakers. She was waiting in the gym when the cheerleading committee started arriving. Three other girls sat beside Rory, and she smiled at them but no one spoke. Finally, Jeri arrived. “Okay, I'm Jeri Macklon,” she introduced herself. “If you impress me you're in. The best of you will join our squad and the rest will be shunted to the auxiliary squad.” Jeri took a seat on the mat and Rory recognized her as the girl from class yesterday, who'd told her about the try-outs. Six more girls came in a giggling group and sat on the mat. One of the subordinates came around and picked up the registration form.

      Rory was the third one called, and she went through the routine. One of the male cheerleaders, she thought Perry, came forward and lifted her. He nodded and Jeri wrote something. She was told to sit with the others who'd performed and Moriah Kelley was called next. Rory smiled as she saw the small girl with flyaway auburn hair go through the routine. So this was the girl Ricky liked. When Moriah sat down beside her, Rory said. “You were great,” and it was true.

      “Thanks,” she answered in a chirpy voice. Leaning closer she whispered. “Did that guy grab your...” She looked downwards and shuddered. Rory shook her head and the girl smiled again. “Then it was probably an accident,” she said with evident relief. “Did they say your name was Abramson? 'Cause there's this boy in my English class named Ricky. Is he your brother?”

      “Yes,” Rory said as she halfheartedly watched the other girls. She was enjoying her conversation with the bubbly little Moriah far more.

      “Oh.” She blushed bright red. “Just wondering,” she hurried to add and Rory smiled. The rest of the girls competed and after ten minutes, Jeri stood up.

      “Okay, we'd like Rory and Moriah for the squad. Toni, Stacey, and Courtney will be placed on the auxiliary. The rest of you can go.” Rory watched as the five girls who weren't chosen filed out with slumped shoulders. Jeri turned back to the ones remaining. “Girls, the real practice won't start until next Monday, but I want to meet every day after school at the regular practice time to see what you can all do.” She smiled, making her stunning face even more beautiful. “I'm having a party Friday and I expect you all to attend. It's being held in your honor, after all.” She gave directions to her house and they were dismissed.

      Rory and Moriah walked out of the gym together. “Do you need a ride?” Rory asked, trying to play matchmaker for her brother.

      Smiling hugely, the perky redhead giggled and followed Rory to her car. Ricky and Billy had hung around, waiting for a ride, and she was a little surprised since they were boys. Their eyes popped out of their heads when they saw Moriah and Billy nudged her brother. “Hi,” they greeted nervously, shuffling their feet. “How are you, Moriah?” Billy asked, holding the door for her after Rory unlocked it.

      “Fine,” she answered with another giggle and crawled into the back seat. Billy pushed Ricky forward then settled into the front seat beside Rory. Winking at her, he leaned back, putting his hands behind his head. Rory shook her head, and laughing, pulled onto the road, right in front of Dalen's red Porsche. He accelerated and passed her, obscenely flicking his tongue at her when he was even with her window. “He's such a jerk,” Moriah said emphatically. “My cousin Korith hates him.”

      “Why?” Ricky stuttered.

      Shrugging, Moriah flipped back her longish hair. “I don't know, she just does. She lives with us and one day she just came home hating Dalen. They used to go out I think.”

      Rory listened intently as Moriah talked but the girl soon switched the subject to something else. At Dairy Queen, Rory pulled in and they piled out. At the counter she was disappointed to see a girl standing there. When it was her turn to order, she asked, “Where’s Carson?” in a casual voice.

      The teenager shrugged. “I dunno. Probably with his band. What would you like?” Rory ordered a small cone and joined the others at the table. They talked as the ice cream quickly disappeared. Then they returned to the car and Rory was relieved neither Dalen nor Jeri had shown up. Not that she had anything against Jeri but she was friends with Dalen and it seemed wherever she went he was sure to follow.

      Moriah gave directions and Rory pulled the car in front of her house a few minutes later. It was a nice three-story domicile with a two-car garage but not nearly as grand as Rory had expected. Moriah waited for Ricky to get out before bouncing out of the cramped back seat. “Thanks,” she called and waved before going inside. Rory was pulling out from the driveway when she looked across the street and saw Carson in the garage of the house, busy under the hood of a dusty Nissan. He never looked up and she accelerated, feeling unreasonably rejected.
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      Somehow Rory got through the rest of the week without running into Dalen, but Carson continued to ignore her. She continued to develop a friendship with Moriah and they went shopping Thursday for dresses after Rory found out guests were expected to dress up. Rory found a sea-green silk sheath and Moriah chose a simple white frock with silver trim. They made plans to get ready at Moriah's so Rory drove over Friday evening at five-thirty.

      The girls were immersed in applying make-up and talking when Korith knocked on the door and walked in. Rory was standing in her underwear and pantyhose and Denver's warning that Korith was a lesbian came back to her. Self-consciously she crossed her arms and stood there awkwardly.

      Korith seemed oblivious as she started speaking. “I just wanted to warn you both. Don't drink anything from a glass and don't drink anything anyone else brings you. Only drink from a can you opened yourself, and never leave it unattended.”

      “Why?” Moriah asked as she ran mascara over her lashes.

      “Dalen Hudson and his friends have a tendency to slip tranquilizers in the girls' drinks and see what kind of fun they can have with them.” Her copper eyes focused on Rory. “You have to be especially careful, Rory. It's a well-known fact Dalen wants you, and he has a history of being ruthless.”

      With a dramatic fling of her arms, Moriah stepped back from the mirror. “You’re so weird, Korith,” she said impatiently. “I'm going to get dressed,” she announced and went to the bathroom.

      Rory stood there, chewing on her lip, as Korith came closer. “Please be careful,” Korith whispered urgently. “Don't be alone with him and don't drink anything he gives you.”

      “How do you know all this?” Rory asked skeptically, though she was  also frightened of Dalen.

      Bitterly, Korith said, “From experience. I was friends with Jeri through junior high but when we came to Breckridge Academy, it all changed. Dalen was there and he befriended Jeri immediately. He wanted to go out with me, and I dated him a couple of times. He tried to go too far and I wouldn't see him again. So at the next party he raped me.”

      Gasping with horror, Rory bit on her knuckles. “Oh my god,” she choked out. “What happened to him?”

      Her face twisted. “Nothing. He dropped all interest in me and suddenly no one knew me. I even earned the reputation of being a lesbian. Of course it wasn't true but I guess I'd prefer people think that than know he forced himself on me.” Moriah came out of the bathroom, twirling, and she left without another word.

      “Sorry about that,” Moriah apologized. “I love Korith, but she's too weird.”

      “I think you should listen to her,” Rory whispered. “She seemed to believe what she was saying.” She let herself in the bathroom and slipped on the silk dress that rested a couple of inches above her knee and plunged just a bit in front. It was sleeveless and Rory had borrowed her mom's black wrap in case it got cold. When she emerged, Moriah was curled on the bed, looking through a magazine.

      “None of these hairstyles look right on me,” she pouted.

      Shrugging, Rory said. “I could braid your hair.” Moriah wrinkled her nose and shook her head. Rory turned her attention to the mirror and twisted her longish hair up into a French roll. Her mother had shown her the technique earlier in the afternoon and it had taken Rory a while to get the hang of it. Rory secured it with a gold hair comb decorated with mother-of-pearl.

      Moriah decided to leave her hair in a shiny fall. She smoothed silver glitter throughout the dark red tresses and added some to her face. “I'm ready,” she announced.

      Rory looked up from slipping her feet into black heels. “Aren't you forgetting shoes?” she asked her friend with a grin. Moriah giggled and plopped down on the bed to fasten on silver heels. They walked out of the room together and passed through the living room where Dottie and Thomas sat watching television. Korith was nowhere to be seen.

      “Be back by midnight,” Thomas called without looking up. His attention remained glued to the boob tube.

      “You look lovely, girls,” Dottie told them. She was a petite woman with Moriah's shade of hair worn in a short bob. “Don't forget curfew, Moriah,” she added with a nod in Thomas's direction before returning her attention to the screen as well. “Have a good time,” she said as they closed the door behind them.

      “Ugh,” Moriah grunted as she slipped into the passenger side of the Mustang. Since it was a breezy evening Rory had the top up. “They drive me crazy. I can't believe I have a curfew.”

      “How old are you?” Rory asked as she backed out of the drive and merged into the light flow of traffic.

      “Fourteen,” Moriah said with a pout. “None of my friends have curfews.”

      Shrugging, Rory kept her attention on the road as she struggled to recall the directions to Jeri's house. “Feel lucky, Moriah. Until I was sixteen I had a curfew of ten o'clock. Then it was extended until midnight. Lately I haven't had a curfew because my parents are too busy with their own lives to pay much attention to mine.” Rory winced when she heard the bitterness in her tone but Moriah seemed not to notice.

      They came to an exclusive neighborhood very similar to the one where Rory lived but with even grander homes. She saw cars parked up and down the street and people mingling at the third home on the left. Seizing an open parking space, she eased into it, cutting off a Mercedes angling for the same spot. The driver honked and flipped her off before zooming down the street.

      Rory and Moriah walked together to the house, and she couldn't suppress a shudder. The home was technically a mansion. It was even larger than the hideous monstrosity her parents called a home—and gaudy too. Rory couldn't imagine living in it.

      “It's beautiful,” Moriah gasped in awe. “So big!”

      Rory made a non-committal sound and they walked up the steep drive to the house that sat atop the hill. The door was open and they walked in. It was hot in the house with so many bodies packed in tightly. Cigarette smoke and expensive perfume mingled in a rancid cloud that made Rory immediately nauseated. Moriah was swept away by a group of giggling girls with a helpless look back. Rory watched her go, feeling abandoned and naked. She jumped when strong arms wrapped around her. “It's about time you got here,” Dalen whispered in her ear.

      Shrugging away from him, she scanned the room, seeking escape, but no one made eye contact with her. “Excuse me,” she said icily and walked away from Dalen. Undaunted, he followed her, taking her hand. When she tried to twist free Dalen, tightened his grip until she cried out. “Let go of me,” she hissed. “That hurts.”

      He gave her a crooked smile as he tugged her closer. “Don’t fight it, baby. Let's not play games.”

      Rory's eyes widened fearfully. “I'm not playing with you. I don't want you to touch me.” She was very serious but he threw his head back and laughed, as if she'd been telling a hilarious joke. “What's your problem?”

      “Sexual frustration,” he whispered seductively as he wrapped an arm around her waist and dragged her close to his side. “I want to take you upstairs—” he broke off, eyeing her hungrily. “And take off that dress. Then I want to kiss every inch of you.” As Dalen spoke, he was leading her to the stairs.

      “No,” Rory cried out, more loudly than she'd intended. Several people turned to look at her and she studiously avoided their eyes until they returned to their conversations. “I'm not a slut, Dalen,” she said quietly. “I came to have fun and get to know people. I'm not here for...what you have in mind.”

      He smiled again, flashing perfect white teeth. “Okay, baby. Let's get you a drink and introduce you.”

      Rory bit her lip, unsure how to escape. He seemed content to introduce her around and hang on her for the evening. If she tried to leave or pulled away from him, he might go back to his original intentions. Staying by his side for the evening seemed to be the only way to redirect him. No way was she going upstairs with him. Rory found his touch repulsive, but she supposed she could endure a couple of hours in his company. “Okay,” she agreed with a shrug.

      Dalen led her to the makeshift bar and pulled a paper cup from the stack. “What will it be?” he asked as he dropped his arm from her side. Her eyes darted to the exit, and she considered making a run for it but knew she'd never get through the crowd of people. At least in here there were lots of people, and he couldn't do much to her except embarrass her. As long as she avoided being alone with him, she reminded herself.

      Her eyes settled on cans of beer arranged in a pyramid. Although she rarely drank and didn't like beer at all, Korith's warning floated in the back of her mind. The more time she spent with Dalen, the more she became convinced Korith was being truthful. Unfortunately, the beer was the only thing she saw in a can. “I'll have a beer,” she said and reached for one, flipping the tab. She took an enthusiastic drink and grimaced as it went down. “Umm...smooth,” she said inanely.

      Dalen took possession of her hand again and led her around the room, introducing her to people. Everyone was friendly and welcoming, but Rory couldn't help wondering cynically if it was because she appeared to be with Dalen. He seemed very popular and she doubted she would have received such a warm reception if she'd been alone.

      An hour passed and Rory sipped cautiously at the beer from time to time but hardly made a dent in it. “Let me get you a fresh one,” Dalen offered, taking the beer from her. Before she could protest he was melting into the crowd and she hurried to the ladies room where she sat on the closed toilet seat and tried to stop trembling. He was frightening her and she didn't know how to get away. He'd introduced her to everyone now and was talking about dancing. She didn't want to dance with him, that was certain.

      She'd been in there five minutes when someone rapped on the door. “Just a minute,” she called and rose to her feet. Rory turned on the water for a moment and crinkled a paper towel before opening to door. Sure enough, Dalen lounged against the doorframe, holding a glass of beer in his hand.

      “I wondered where you disappeared to,” he said lightly but there was a strange glint in his eyes that made Rory very nervous. He held the beer out to her. “All they had left was draft,” he explained with a wink.

      Rory didn't believe him. “Thanks, Dalen,” she said unenthusiastically. “I don't think I should drink any more though,” she said, sitting the beer down on a near-by table. “I have a headache.”

      He smiled sympathetically. “Maybe you should lie down,” he suggested. The look on his face was anything but comforting.

      “No,” she protested. “I'll be fine. I think I'll leave soon though.”

      Frowning, Dalen wrapped his arms around her. “You can't leave yet. You've only been here an hour. You wouldn't want to hurt Jeri's feelings, would you?”

      “Of course not,” she whispered as his arms tightened. “I plan to stay a little longer.”

      “Good,” he said approvingly. He dropped an arm and steered her back to the bar where he poured a coke for her from the fountain. She watched him carefully and he didn't tamper with it, so she sipped it. Dalen took her closer to the speakers and they danced to a semi-fast song. He didn't touch her unduly and she relaxed a bit. After the song, Jeri approached them.

      “Having a good time?” she asked in a friendly manner.

      “Yes,” Rory told her evenly. “Great party,” she added, not meaning a word.

      “Thanks,” Jeri responded, then proceeded to ask Rory about her previous cheerleading experience. They talked for ten minutes or so before Jeri flitted off again. Rory took a gulp of the coke before Dalen swept her back into another energetic dance.

      Two dances later, Rory was burning up and she gulped most of the coke in a single drink. “It’s hot,” she explained as Dalen watched avidly.

      “It sure is,” he agreed as his eyes settled on the curve of her hip. He sipped at his own drink, watching her intently. Another song started, this one slow and romantic. “Let’s dance again,” he suggested.

      Biting her lip, Rory protested, “I don't know, Dalen. My head...” she said lamely.

      “Nonsense.” He took the coke from her and set it down. It was the first time she'd relinquished the glass since he'd fixed it for her, and she reminded herself not to drink from it again as he swept her into his arms.

      They were moving slowly to the dance when Rory started to feel relaxed. She started yawning. “Sleepy?” he asked with a strange expression. Rory nodded, starting to feel dizzy. At first, she thought he was twirling her around and around, and then realized they were barely moving.

      “What's going on?” she stuttered out. “What did you do to me?” she demanded from a far-off place.

      He smiled. “Not much. I just gave you something to help you relax. It should get rid of your headache.”

      “You had no right,” she protested with a thick tongue, becoming aware he was leading her to the stairs. She stumbled on the first step, and he half-lifted her, supporting her weight. “No,” she screamed, but it emerged as a whisper. Her head lolled forward and she felt blackness sweeping over her.

      Moriah watched with a frown as Dalen and Rory went up the stairs. She'd gotten the impression Rory didn't like Dalen, but she was going to a bedroom with him. It just didn't make sense. Impulsively, Moriah set aside her orange juice and started to follow them. She was intercepted by Perry, who wanted to discuss the first game of the season, tomorrow night. He started telling her about cheers that were planned for the annual competition, and she became engrossed in the conversation.

      It was nearly an hour later before Perry left her, and Moriah abruptly remembered she was going to go check on Rory. She searched the room and saw Dalen with Jeri but there was no sign of Rory. She got scared, thinking Rory had left without her and gathered up enough courage to approach the seniors. “Hi,” she mumbled nervously, nearly fainting when Dalen turned his thousand-watt smile on her. Yes, she knew he was a jerk but that didn't keep him from being hot. “Umm...have you seen Rory?” she asked timidly. “She's my ride.”

      Dalen shrugged. “I think she left. She said something about a headache.” He said it with a snigger and Moriah's eyes narrowed. “I could give you a ride,” he offered but she shook her head.

      “Thanks, but I'll call my dad,” she said, wandering off. She ducked into a hallway, out of sight from Dalen and Jeri. He was hiding something, she thought. She eased out and looked around. Dalen and Jeri were still deep in conversation and neither was paying attention to her. She ran up the stairs as quickly as she could.

      She knocked on every door. When someone responded, she kept moving but every time there was no answer, she opened the door. Most of the rooms were filled with passionate couples and she got embarrassed more than once but she kept going. She'd opened nine rooms when she found Rory, lying on a huge waterbed, semi-conscious. Moriah locked the door behind her and ran to the bed. “Rory, wake up,” she whispered frantically as she shook her friend.

      Rory's eyes swam into focus, and her head was pounding. “What's going on?” she asked groggily. “Moriah, I want to go home,” she confided brokenly.

      “Okay,” Moriah agreed. “But please wake up, Rory. Can you stand?” Rory rose to her feet shakily and initially Moriah had to support her. Finally, Rory was able to stand on her own and take a few steps. Moriah took time to grab Rory's purse from the bed, crying out when she saw the used condom lying beside it. The enormity of what had happened hit Moriah, but she didn't have time to think about it right now. She had to get Rory out of here without Dalen noticing. Somehow, she didn't think he'd just let Rory stroll out.

      As inconspicuously as possible, Moriah helped Rory down the stairs, scanning the room for Dalen or Jeri. She had Rory to the door when Perry saw her and waved her over. She shook her head and kept going. She saw him take off in a hurry and figured he was helping Dalen keep track of Rory. She urged Rory to go faster and got her settled in the passenger seat of the Mustang. Moriah frantically dug the keys out of Rory's purse and had just buckled her belt when she saw Dalen sauntering toward them. With a quick prayer, she eased out on to the street, trying to ignore the fact that she'd never driven before, and especially a standard. She killed the car when she tried to shift into second and looked back, seeing Dalen hurrying to them now.

      She started the car again and got it into second gear by some miracle. She tore off down the street just as Dalen was reaching them. Dottie had a standard station wagon and Moriah tried to picture how her mom drove it. She got the car into third and kept it there. She only killed it once more at a stop sign and had a hell of a time getting the car to go again. Just as it turned over and she went through the light at the last moment, a cop pulled up behind her. Fortunately, he'd hit the yellow light and didn't seem unduly curious about her inability to restart the car for so long.

      Moriah got the car back to her house without killing it again but it was sounding strange and smelling funny. She turned off the ignition and left Rory in the car as she ran into the house. Her parents weren't downstairs so she went up to their room, struggling to act normally. She knocked on the door, smoothing a hand through her hair as she walked inside. “Hi,” she greeted as cheerfully as possible. “I'm home.”

      Thomas looked at the bedside clock. “You’re early, kiddo. Bad party?”

      Shrugging, Moriah backed to the door. “Kind of lame,” she dismissed. “I'm going to take a shower and go to bed.”

      “Goodnight,” her parents said at the same time.

      “’Night,” she responded. “Oh, do you mind if Rory sleeps over? We want to go over our cheers for tomorrow night.”

      “No, that's fine,” Dottie said. “Can you turn the light off on your way out, dear?” Moriah clicked the light off and shut the door behind her before running down the hall to Korith's room, where she knocked frantically.

      “Come in,” her cousin called out sleepily. She was sitting up in bed with her hair flying everywhere when Moriah burst in. “What's wrong?” she asked in a rush as Moriah tried to catch her breath.

      “It's Rory...” she forced out. “I need your help. She's in the car—” Korith crawled out of the bed and ran after Moriah, not even bothering to throw a robe over her flannel pajamas. When they got to the car, Rory was asleep again and they couldn't rouse her enough to stand up. The two girls tried to get her on her feet but weren't strong enough. “I'm going to get Carson,” Moriah told Korith and dashed across the street.

      Carson lived with his mom in a smaller three-bedroom home that showed a few years of neglect. The front porch sagged and the paint was peeling. Last summer, when Evie had been living with a man who didn't like Carson, he'd moved into the apartment above the garage. Moriah climbed the stairs that led to his room and knocked forcefully. After a second round of knocking, she heard him shuffle to the door. He opened it wearing jeans, sans shirt, and in his bare feet. “Moriah,” he greeted sleepily. “What's up?”

      “We need your help,” Moriah told him. “A friend of ours...we can't get her out of the car.”

      “Okay,” Carson said. “Let me get my shoes.” He left the door open and Moriah peeked inside. It was sparsely furnished, with a queen bed, dresser, small television, nice stereo, and one whole wall filled with musical instruments—a deluxe keyboard, two guitars in stands, and a worn-looking set of drums. Carson closed the door behind him but didn't bother to lock it. He walked behind Moriah as she hurried across the street as fast as she could in her heels.

      He recognized Rory's car with a wrench of his gut and when he got closer, sure enough, it was she who lay in the passenger seat. Korith was struggling to bring her around without success. “She's really out of it,” Korith told Moriah and Carson. “We can't lift her, Carson.”

      Shrugging, Carson told the hopeful girls. “I don't know if I can either.” He was slightly taller than average with a lean frame. He had toned muscles, but he was not a devotee to working out. He might outweigh Rory by thirty or forty pounds at most. Korith moved away from the open door and Carson bent down, struggling to lift Rory. She was heavy, but he managed to hold her in a fireman's carry. “Let's get this done quickly,” he told them as his muscles strained and protested.

      Moriah and Korith hurried into the house, struggling to be silent as they rushed up the stairs. Carson followed behind, groaning softly when they made it to the landing. Moriah led them into her room and he placed Rory gently on the bed. “She's going to have quite a headache in the morning,” he commented. “Still, maybe she won't drink so much next time.”

      Moriah shook her head. “She didn't get drunk. I think Dalen or one of his friends drugged her.” She told Korith and Carson where she'd found Rory and about the used condom. She even told them about how Dalen had chased the car.

      Korith was pale by the time Moriah finished and Carson looked livid. “I'll kill him,” he promised harshly. “He can't get away with this. Moriah, call the police.” Carson was storming to the door when Korith laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “It won't do any good,” she whispered sadly. “The cops won't do anything, and he'll hurt you pretty badly Carson.”

      “We have to call the police,” Moriah insisted.

      Carson let out a breath. “She’s right, Moriah. Have you forgotten Dalen's uncle is the chief?”

      Moriah looked stricken and sank down on top of the hope chest at the foot of her bed.

      Korith nodded, hugging herself. “When I reported what he did to me, they were openly hostile. They suggested I had drunk myself stupid and imagined the whole thing. Then they made me take a blood test to see if I'd been taking drugs. Surprise, surprise...my blood test came back positive for pot, and I had a blood alcohol level of 0.2. They offered to ignore the test results if I withdrew my report against Dalen.”

      “Oh my god,” Moriah whispered. “This happened to you?” Her cousin's warning came back to her and she flinched. “He drugged you too?”

      Korith shook her head. “No, he didn't drug me. I was aware of the whole thing. It was after me that he started drugging the girls he did this to. At least he'll leave Rory alone now. He loses interest after he scores,” she said bitterly.

      Moriah seemed unable to absorb the shock. She sat there in silence as Carson and Korith tried to wake Rory. Her eyes opened once but when she saw Carson she screamed soundlessly. “Keep away,” she cried and passed out again.

      They waited tensely to see if Dottie or Thomas had heard but they didn't come to check on them and they relaxed. “Moriah and I will give her a bath,” Korith told Carson. “Thank you for your help.”

      “No problem,” he answered, pushing a stray hair off Rory's sweaty face. “Let me know how she's doing,” he added before leaving them. He still wanted to go beat the hell out of Dalen but Carson knew Korith was right. He didn't stand a chance against Dalen in a fair fight; that left only one other method—unfair, he thought with a cold smile.

      

      Rory exploded from a nightmare to see sunshine filling the room. She was lying beside someone and fear skittered along her spine. She whipped around, seeing Moriah snoring softly, and relaxed. Why was she so frightened? Rory had to desperately use the bathroom and she got out of the bed, wincing as pain shot through her in an unfamiliar place. Rory felt dizzy, and getting to the bathroom took a while. When she did her business, it hurt.

      She was washing her hands when a vision flashed through her mind. Dalen on top of her, holding her down as she fought to breathe and escape from him. Rory cried out and stumbled backwards, falling to the floor when her shaky legs wouldn't support her. There was a knock on the door, and Korith stuck her head in. When she saw Rory on the floor, she came forward and helped her up, leading her back to her room instead of Moriah's.

      When Korith settled Rory on the bed, Rory noticed she was wearing a pair of unfamiliar flannel pajamas. She felt sick, dizzy, and confused. “What's going on, Korith?” she asked, grabbing her pounding head.

      Swallowing, Korith put a comforting hand on Rory's shoulder. “Do you remember anything about last night?”

      Rory shook her head, and then groaned as pain shot through into her eyes. “I remember I couldn't get away from Dalen. He was like my shadow all night. I remember dancing with him...” She trailed off. “I can't remember much else. I think I saw Carson last night, but everything else is a complete blank.”

      “You did see Carson,” she confirmed. “He helped Moriah and I get you inside. Dalen drugged you and took you upstairs. We don't know exactly what happened but when Moriah found you, there was a used condom on the bed.” Rory turned pale and swayed. “Later, we cleaned you up and there was blood,” Korith finished awkwardly.

      “But I kept my drink with me,” Rory protested. “I didn't take anything he fixed for me.” She just couldn't bring herself to believe what Korith was telling her. This was the kind of thing that happened to other people, not her. “He couldn't have done that.”

      Korith shook her head. “He probably had someone slip it in for him. Maybe Jeri or one of his other friends?”

      “They help him?” Rory asked incredulously. “Why would they do that?”

      “Because he's rich and powerful and very popular. If Dalen decides you don't exist, your social life at Breckridge Academy is over.”

      Rory's mind refused to hear anymore and she slipped away to a private place. Somehow, she made it through breakfast with Moriah and her family before borrowing sweat pants and a T-shirt from Moriah. She hugged Korith and Moriah before going to her car and climbing in. She sat there for a minute, just staring into space. Rory looked across the street and saw Carson watching her from the driveway. He lifted his hand and she nodded. He didn't come over and she didn't go to him. Finally, she turned the key and drove to her house.

      Now she had to decide what to do. Should she report him to the police? After hearing Korith's story, she tended to reject that option. Rory wasn't going to pour out the humiliating story if there was little chance Dalen would be prosecuted. It just didn't seem like a good idea. Still, it chafed that he was casually drugging then raping girls and getting away with it. At least now he was done with her and would move on to his next unsuspecting victim. She'd be like Korith and try to warn everyone.

      As Rory made her way into the house, she was sure of one thing. She was quitting the squad. After one of Dalen's friends had betrayed her, she wouldn't turn her back on any of them. It was clear she could trust very few people from Breckridge Academy, and she had no intention of opening herself any farther to the ones who couldn't be trusted.

      Rory made her way up the stairs and looked up Jeri's phone number from the registration packet she'd been given at the try-outs. “Hello,” Jeri answered sleepily.

      “This is Rory,” she said coldly. “I'm not coming to the game today. In fact, I'm quitting the squad.”

      “What?” Jeri squawked. “You can't do that! We're counting on every one of our cheerleaders.”

      “Something's come up, Jeri.” It made her ill to have to sound friendly with this person. “I just can't do it. I'm sure one of the auxiliary girls can move up. You've only practiced one cheer that includes me and I have a very small part. I'm sorry,” she added as an afterthought. “I thought I should tell you personally.” Rory replaced the handset before Jeri could protest again.

      Next, Rory reached for the phone book and looked up Planned Parenthood. Of course, there wasn't one in Breckridge but there was in Red Hills, just twenty minutes away. They closed at two, and she made an appointment to come it at one for an exam. Afterwards she lay there on the bed, morosely staring at the ceiling.

      It was strange to realize she was no longer a virgin and hadn't even been aware when she was losing her virginity. Dalen had violated her while she was practically unconscious and Rory didn't know whether to be relieved or even more upset. On the one hand, she didn't have any vivid or terrifying memories of last night except for an occasional flash and that was good. Still, she had no idea what Dalen had done to her or if he'd used protection every time. Rory thought it might be possible to go insane from the unknown.

      Her reverie was interrupted by a knock. “Come in,” she called reluctantly and scrunched herself into a tighter ball. Ricky poked his head in. “Hi.”

      He cleared his throat. “How was the party?”

      “It sucked,” she told him honestly but didn't go in to detail. Right now, she didn't want her parents to know, and he was sure to tell them. Or else, he'd do something really crazy like go after Dalen. “It's a good thing you missed it.”

      “Did Moriah have a date?” he asked in a rush, turning a bright red and looking at the floor. “Or did she meet up with anyone at the party?”

      Rory smiled for the first time all day. “No she didn't have a date and I never saw her with anyone at the party. Do you like her?”

      Ricky nodded. “I guess I do, sis. I just don't think she'll ever like me. I mean look at me.” He waved a hand dismissively.

      “What's not to like?” Rory countered. “You're sweet, gentle, thoughtful, and respectful of other people. She'd be crazy not to like you. Besides, I think she does like you. I think you should ask her out, Ricky.” He brightened considerably. “I really do,” she encouraged.

      “All right,” he said excitedly. “Thanks, Rory,” he called over his shoulder as he zoomed down the hall. Rory smiled until she realized Ricky was probably looking up Moriah's number right this moment. Hurriedly, she tapped out her friend's extension.

      There was a message in Moriah's friendliest tone, followed by a beep. “Hi, it's Rory,” she said awkwardly. “My brother is calling you about something, and I'd appreciate if you didn't mention what happened last night. I might tell my family eventually, but not right now.” After hanging up, Rory noticed it was twelve-thirty and hurried down the stairs, still wincing every few steps. As she passed the family room she could hear Ricky's voice but not make out the words.
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      Rory drove the twenty minutes to Red Hills and parked right in front of the door. Inside she filled out an embarrassingly thorough questionnaire. When it asked how many sexual partners, she circled one, but declined to write down Dalen's name. She was clutching the clipboard when a heavyset middle-aged woman with graying blonde hair, wearing a pink smock, called her name. Rory followed her back, as the woman's white shoes squeaked on the tile.

      She led Rory to an exam room. “Hop on the table,” she said with a gentle smile. “I'm Cathy,” she told Rory though her nametag said Dr. Woodgainer. “Why have you come in today?” Rory had told the receptionist when setting the appointment that she needed an exam.

      Taking a deep breath, Rory whispered, “I was raped last night. I don't know if he used protection or what he did to me. I've heard of emergency contraceptive and I also thought I should see if he's done any damage. It still hurts today when I walk and stuff,” she finished bashfully.

      “Poor dear,” Cathy said kindly as she read through Rory's chart. “Were you a virgin, Aurora?” Rory nodded and Cathy clucked her tongue. “Do you intend to file a police report?”

      “No,” Rory said adamantly. Before Cathy could lecture her, she said, “He’s done this before and never gotten in trouble. If I go to the police I'll be the one who gets the backlash.”

      A look of fear crossed Cathy's face and she nodded.

      “You know who it is, don't you?” Rory demanded.

      Cathy averted her eyes, refusing to answer. “Did he force any other types of relations besides intercourse, Aurora?”

      “I don't know,” Rory snapped back, outraged that so many people knew what Dalen was doing and none seemed to care enough to step forward. “Just like most of his victims, he drugged me before he violated me. I remember very little.”

      Nodding once again, Cathy slipped on gloves. “Please undress to the paper gown on the counter. I'll be back shortly for the exam.” She slipped away and Rory took off the sweat pants and T-shirt as quickly as possible. When Cathy returned there was another woman with her, carrying a Polaroid camera. “This is Tanya,” she told Rory. “She'll be here during the exam to assist and take photos.”

      Rory nodded then nervously lay on her back, slipping her feet in the stirrups. Cathy began the exam, occasionally asking a question. Rory had never been through one before and it was very uncomfortable. It was over within ten minutes and Cathy took a look at the rest of her body, having Tanya photograph any bruises or marks she found. “Okay, Aurora, you can get dressed. I'll be back shortly.”

      Rory threw off the paper gown and dressed once more in the clothes she'd borrowed from Moriah. She was sitting on the table, fidgeting like mad, when Cathy tapped on the door and came back in. “I'll send your specimen samples to the lab and they should be back in two days. It says on your chart not to contact you at home, so if you'll call in for the results that will be helpful, or we can leave a message on your cell phone.” Cathy stood up and opened a drawer, taking out a package of birth control pills. “I'm afraid we don't have the morning after pill in stock right now, Aurora. These are regular birth control pills. When you get home, you'll take four of these. Then precisely twelve hours later you'll take four more.”

      “How effective are they?” Rory asked nervously.

      Cathy smiled reassuringly. “They’re about ninety percent if you take them the proper way. Still, if you don't have your period within three weeks, come back for a test.”

      “What are the side effects?” Rory questioned as she looked at the pink case of pills.

      “Nothing major,” Cathy responded. “Since you're only taking them this once, I doubt you'll notice anything except nausea. However, be on the lookout for anything unusual such as leg pains. It's a sign of a blood clot, which can happen but is relatively unlikely.”

      “Thank you,” Rory said, grasping the pills and rising from the bed.

      “Hold on,” Cathy told her and Rory stood there waiting. “I want you to come back in six months for another pap and pelvic. Any STDs will show up by then. At that time, we'll also do an HIV screening. Then if that's negative I'll want you to do one more screening six months after that. If it comes up clear, you're probably fine.”

      “Why can't we do it today?” Rory asked in a high-pitched voice. STDs and AIDS had never even occurred to her.

      “The antibody won't show up for at least three months,” Cathy explained. “Six months is usually when I recommend a screen.”

      “Okay,” Rory agreed reluctantly and followed the doctor out.

      “We'll see you in six months,” Cathy reminded her, as if it were an event to look forward to rather than dread. Rory trudged to the reception desk without comment and got her bill. There was no charge. “Why isn't there a price?”

      “Because you're a teenager,” the receptionist replied cheerfully. “You're automatically free. If you'd like to make a donation, you're welcome to.”

      Rory nodded. “How much would an average exam run?”

      The receptionist pursed her lips. “Around seventy,” she answered after looking at a chart. Rory slid four twenties across the counter and left quickly. She was in more pain now than she'd been when she woke up this morning. She settled gingerly into the driver's seat and backed out of the lot. The drive home was longer because of traffic and she hurried upstairs after parking the Mustang in the garage.

      Rory carefully read through the instructions on the package of pills and popped four out of the foil blisters. She swallowed them two at a time with water, and then lay on the bed. By six o'clock she was very miserable and could barely get out of bed. Leigh called that dinner was ready and she ignored her.

      Her mom came up the stairs and opened her door without knocking. Rory was huddled under the covers, fighting off waves of nausea. “Didn't you hear me?”

      Rory nodded painfully. “Yes but I'm not hungry. I feel kind of sick to my stomach.” Kind of, yeah right. If she died right then it would be with great relief. “I'll have something later.”

      “Do you need to see the doctor, Rory?” Leigh asked concerned.

      “No,” Rory denied quickly. “I'll be fine.”

      Eyes narrowed, Leigh came closer. “Do you have a hangover?” she asked suspiciously. For just a moment, she was the mother Rory used to know and it made Rory feel slightly better.

      “No, Mom,” she said evenly. “I just don't feel well. I've been feeling kind of sick since last night.” That was the truth. Dalen's touch had made her sick.

      Leigh seemed satisfied with her answer. “All right,” she said after a minute. “Should I have Maria save you something back?”

      “No, I'll fix a sandwich later,” Rory told her.

      Shrugging, Leigh walked to the door. As she was closing it behind her, she stopped. “Oh I almost forgot. Your boyfriend called this afternoon. He wanted to know if you were going to the victory party after the game? I guess not now. If he calls back, I'll tell him you aren't feeling well.”

      Rory frowned. “What boyfriend?”

      Leigh grimaced. “You don't have to deny it or keep it hidden. I think it's wonderful that you're making new friends and dating again. I thought you'd never get over Rusty.”

      “I don't have a boyfriend,” Rory protested shrilly. “Who called?”

      Looking concerned, Leigh answered. “Dalen Hudson. Maybe I misunderstood.”

      “He's not my boyfriend,” Rory denounced. “I hate him, Mother.”

      Nodding wisely, Leigh stepped into the hallway. “Oh you had a fight? Well it will work itself out.” She left before Rory could set her straight and maybe that was a good thing. Rory didn't want everyone, especially her parents and Ricky, to know Dalen had raped her.

      Rory set her alarm for four a.m. and lay in the dark, seething. Eventually the events of the last two days caught up with her and she drifted off. When the alarm woke her at four she shut it off and was drifting back to sleep when she remembered why it had been set for four. She shot out of bed and gulped down the last four pills. Before the nausea set in again, she hurried downstairs and ate a banana. Rory's stomach churned, and she realized she had eaten nothing since the previous morning at Moriah's. She had a small bowl of vanilla ice cream before returning to her room. She promptly lost the food she'd eaten and crawled from the bathroom to her bedroom, collapsing on the bed.

      Rory made herself go down for breakfast later in the morning and wrestle with a piece of toast. Her parents were dressed casually in shorts, sandals, and T-shirts. When Ricky joined them at the table, he too was wearing a similar outfit. “We're going yachting with the Hudsons,” he said enthusiastically. “Mr. Hudson wants to discuss some kind of business deal with Ddad.” He eyed Rory in her rumpled cotton nightshirt, with her hair flying everywhere. “You'd better hurry to change or we'll be late.”

      “I'm not going,” Rory burst out. First of all, she wouldn't be caught dead spending the day with Dalen and his family and second, she was too nauseous to even think of climbing onto a yacht and sailing the ocean. “I still don't feel well.”

      Leigh and Dan exchanged a look and Rory saw her mom mouth. “Told you.”

      Dan took a breath. “Now, Rory, you'll have to end this argument with Dalen sometime. Why not today on neutral territory where there are plenty of people around to diffuse the situation?”

      Rory couldn't tell if he was concerned about her or his damn business deal. Knowing her father lately, it was business. “We didn't have an argument,” she said slowly. “We don't have any kind of relationship as far as I'm concerned. Dalen is the one who can't get it through his brain that I don't want anything to do with him.”

      Dan started to say something else but Leigh interjected. “It will all work out for the best, dear,” she assured Rory. Patting Dan's arm, she told him quietly. “Let her stay home. She really doesn't look well.” Reluctantly, Dan nodded and Rory stormed from the room.

      She wanted to scream. Even her own parents seemed to be determined to help Dalen capture her. Frowning, Rory grabbed the phone and punched out Moriah's number. When Dottie answered, she asked to speak to Korith. who came to the phone a minute later. “What's up?”

      “I have a question, Korith,” Rory said. “You told me Dalen would leave me alone now that he...you know. Now he's telling my parents he's my boyfriend and we had a fight. He and his parents are taking my family sailing, and I was supposed to go so we could work things out. It doesn't sound like he's lost interest in me. What's going on?”

      Korith was silent for a long time before admitting. “I don't know, Rory. As far as I know, he's never done this before. It may not be over,” she warned. “Watch your back.”

      “I certainly intend to,” Rory responded before ringing off. She heard her parents stirring downstairs and a few minutes later the door slammed shut. While she still didn't feel well, Rory was too keyed up to sleep, so she started on her homework. Every once in awhile she rose and paced over to the window, staring out. She couldn't help wishing she were a bird that could just fly away and leave the whole mess behind her.
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      Dan drove Leigh and Ricky to the marina in their late model Cadillac and parked it at slip three, where a ninety-foot yacht was anchored. A young man was standing on the dock and he waved at them. His face seemed to fall when they got out of the car, and he realized Rory wasn't with them. “Young people,” Dan commented to his wife in an amused whisper and they shared a look.

      “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Abramson,” he greeted politely and shook their hands. “Hey, Ricky,” he said without the formality, as if they were old friends. “Where's Rory?” he asked casually.

      “She's not feeling well,” Leigh explained. “A bit of the tummy bug.”

      “Maybe I should go see her instead of coming along,” he suggested avidly as his father approached. Shuler Hudson was the same height as Dalen, with a similar build and the same shade of hair. It looked freshly cut and most likely dyed. They were very close in appearance but Dalen had light-blue eyes, rimmed with a darker shade of blue, and Shuler had gray. Shuler wore khaki slacks and a light sweater.

      “Folks,” he greeted warmly before turning to Dalen. “Nonsense, son,” he admonished. “Give her a day or two to cool down. Women can be tricky,” he cautioned, sharing a laugh with Dan. Leigh's mouth tightened but she said nothing. “Welcome, everyone,” Shuler said, sweeping his arms wide. “Come aboard and we'll take off. Avriella is mixing drinks.”

      Avriella turned out to be a young woman in a skimpy red bikini. She was deeply tanned with long flowing black hair and flashing eyes. She was of Mediterranean descent and spoke mostly Greek with an occasional sentence of broken English. “Just the way I like 'em,” Shuler commented wryly. “Just barely legal, beautiful, and for the most part, mute.” He and Dalen laughed, and Dan chuckled uncomfortably but Leigh and Ricky remained silent.

      Avriella passed around perfect martinis to everyone, including Ricky. He shot Leigh a helpless look and she shook her head. “Do you have fruit juice?” she asked the young woman who smiled and nodded but looked very confused.

      Sighing, Dalen walked to the bar. “She’s not very useful,” he commented as he fixed Ricky papaya juice over ice. He continued to sip at the martini she'd given him and Leigh frowned, wondering why his father didn't object. Different attitudes probably, she decided with an uneasy shrug. Still, it didn't seem right to condone Dalen's drinking. She knew Rory probably drank at parties, but that didn't mean she wouldn't lay into her if she ever caught her.

      The afternoon passed slowly for Leigh. Dan and Shuler isolated themselves below deck for most of the trip and she felt resentful. Shuler hadn't even thought to include her and Dan had never invited her. She'd been an equal partner with him straight down the line, until now apparently.

      Ricky and Dalen spent the afternoon in and out of the water, mostly tossing around a football. Ricky seemed to be in heaven receiving attention from such a popular boy. Dalen seemed to be enjoying playing 'big brother' and Leigh turned her attention elsewhere.

      She tried to make conversation with Avriella but it was difficult. The girl simply did not understand enough English and Leigh knew no Greek. It was late in the afternoon when they discovered they could both speak passable French, and Leigh got to hear all about how exciting it was to be with Shuler and what a wonderful lover he was, and how generous he was. Avriella confided she hoped a wedding was in the future but if not she would enjoy every moment of the affair. Leigh learned Shuler had dated a string of young women since he divorced his wife ten years before, but never for long and certainly had never married any of them.

      “I've lasted two years, and that's a record. I know how to handle him. He thinks I'm dumb and need him for everything. As long as I play the part, he keeps me around.”

      “Doesn't it bother you that you can't be yourself?” Leigh asked with naiveté .

      Avriella laughed as the men came back up on deck. “Look at all I have...why should it bother me?” She grimaced. “I could have been myself with a poor fisherman from my village but I'm too beautiful to go to waste like that.”

      The conversation ended there and Leigh was relieved. She didn't understand anyone in this family and found herself hoping the breakup between Dalen and Rory was permanent. She just didn't want Rory to be too deeply involved with this family.

      Leigh was relieved when the afternoon finally ended, and they were free to go. She waved at Avriella, who was fluttering her hand like mad as Dan reversed from their parking space. He drove from the marina and back to the highway. “Thank god that's over,” she said.

      “Huh?” he asked, puzzled. “I had a great time.”

      “I'm sure,” Leigh said sourly. “Fortunately for you you're a man. Didn't you notice how sexist Shuler and Dalen are? I mean Shuler never even thought to include me in the discussion.” She turned accusing eyes on Dan. “For that matter, neither did you,” she added. “If you ever do anything like that again, Daniel Abramson, I'll sue you for my half of the company.”

      He looked sheepish. “You’re right, honey. I'm sorry. Well let me fill you in. Shuler wants me to design a prototype for him—not just the engine but the whole jet. If he likes it, he's going to make it his personal jet.”

      Frowning, Leigh said, “Are you sure we want to get involved with the Hudsons, Dan? I just don't like the whole situation.”

      “Don't be silly, Leighanne,” Dan admonished. “Don't let the thing with Rory and Dalen affect an opportunity for us. Shuler already assured me that even if the kids don't work this out and do break up, it won't affect our deal. You don't want to be unreasonable, do you, Leigh?”

      Rolling her eyes, Leigh subsided into silence.

      “I had a great time,” Ricky volunteered. “I'm going out with Dalen and the rest of the team after practice on Monday. Some of the cheerleaders will be there too.”

      Leigh knew Ricky was thrilled to be included but she couldn't help worrying. “Just be careful,” she warned.

      Dan interjected, “Good for you, son. If you become friends with Dalen, there's no limit to what will happen to you at Breckridge Academy.” Dan spoke from experience. In high school, he'd been regarded as a nerd while his stepbrother had been the quarterback and treated as a lesser god. Unfortunately, for whatever reason Kent had taken an instant dislike to Dan and his mother and made it his personal mission to make life in general hell for his younger step-sibling. Dan wanted his kids to have more from their high school experience than he'd had.

      “I know, Dad,” Ricky agreed. “I'm not dumb. I know that Dalen's just being nice to me 'cause I'm his girlfriend's brother, but I intend to enjoy it.”

      “Don't ever let him make you do anything you don't want to do,” Leigh cautioned. “If it feels wrong, don't be afraid to say no. It's not always good or right to follow the crowd.”

      “I know, Mom,” Ricky said with a long-suffering sigh. Mothers could be such a pain at times. Dalen had told him that afternoon that his mother and some of his dad's girlfriends had tried to boss him around but he'd never listened. According to Dalen, mothers never wanted to let their sons grow up and think for themselves.
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      At the house, Rory was watching television in the family room. She was showered, dressed, and looking much better. “How are you feeling?” Leigh asked as she touched Rory's forehead. She felt cool and her coloring was much better.

      “I feel a lot better.” Her nausea had abated a few hours ago, and she was no longer hurting inside. She was dreading school tomorrow and she knew Leigh would let her stay home if she wanted, but it would just be that much harder to go back later. “I think I'll be able to go to school tomorrow,” she added before Leigh could ask.

      Leigh stroked her cheek and perched on the arm of the sofa. “That’s good,” she murmured as she tried to delicately broach the subject on her mind. “How serious are things between you and Dalen?” she probed.

      “Not serious at all,” Rory assured her. “I don't even like him, mom. He follows me around and won't take no for an answer. I told him I don't want to be with him, and he laughed it off.”

      “Be patient,” Leigh advised. “From observing his dad today, I'd say he's been raised to regard women as objects. It may take him some time to realize you're serious, but he'll eventually get the message if you remain firm.”

      Leigh was acting like the mother she used to be, and Rory laid her head against her mom's chest. She was so tempted to confide in her mother and tell her the whole mess but Leigh added, “Just be gentle, sweetie. You don't want to hurt him, and we don't want to have problems with his father. I guess we're going into business with him.”

      Rory grimaced and pulled away from her mom, who'd become a pod-person again. It seemed as if her own parents were trying to help Dalen get her. What was wrong with everyone? She stood up and ran from the room. Of course she wanted to hurt Dalen, she mused as she ran through the kitchen to the garage, feeling the need to escape. She wanted to hurt him so badly he’d never recover.

      She couldn't help wondering how her mother would react if she returned to the house and told her everything Dalen had done to her. Would she still advocate being gentle with him or would she go on the warpath? Two years ago, Rory could have answered that question confidently, but not anymore.

      Rory had no idea where she was going, so she headed to Moriah and Korith's. She parked in front of their house and knocked on the door, but no one was home, so she walked across the street to Carson's house. Rory climbed the creaking steps and knocked timidly on the rusting door. A thin woman in a nurse's uniform opened the door. “Is Carson home?”

      “He's lives upstairs above the garage,” she said around her dangling cigarette and closed the door. Rory shrugged and climbed the stairs to Carson's apartment. She knocked and waited for him to answer, hugging herself. He opened the door finally and she smiled shakily. “Is this a bad time? I can come back.”

      “No, it's fine,” he answered and moved aside so she could walk past him. Rory looked around his small apartment that was sparsely furnished, except for his instruments. Everything was clean and orderly except a drainer of drying dishes that he apparently hadn't had time to put away yet.

      “I came to say thank you,” she told him awkwardly as she took a seat on the bed, “For helping me last night.”

      “How did I help you?” Carson asked bitterly as he sat on the bed beside her. “I spent the week acting like a prick. If I hadn't ignored you, I would have known you didn't like him. I could have protected you.”

      She shook her head. “No you couldn't, Carson, because I didn't tell anyone. I just tried to ignore his behavior and trivialize it. I even pretended it didn't mean anything instead of following my instincts.” She licked her lips. “Why did you ignore me?” she asked timidly.

      “Because I thought you were using me to play a game with Dalen. I was jealous.” He blushed. “I liked you from the moment I saw you struggling with your lock, and I got really angry when I saw him giving you a massage in French class. You seemed to be a willing participant, and I decided I wasn't going to be used by you.”

      “I like you too, Carson,” she confessed, blushing. “But I don't know...if...when...oh you know what I mean.” Tears leaked from her eyes as she struggled to express herself.

      “I know, Rory,” he assured her, wiping at the tears. “He's messed everything up.” Carson took her hand and rubbed his thumb along the palm. “At least we can be friends.”

      “I'd like that,” she said tremulously. He hugged her gently, and she raised her head, noticing her mouth was inches from his. His head descended slowly and the bed rolled. Suddenly, it was Dalen's face she saw, above her, pinning her to the bed as the waves of the waterbed made her stomach heave. She was back in that moment with Dalen, and she cried out, twisting away.

      “What's wrong?” Carson asked gently as he dropped his arms. “Rory, can you hear me?” Her eyes swam back into focus slowly. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “I don't know,” she whispered brokenly. “I had a memory there. I'm sorry, Carson. I know you would never hurt me.”

      “Well, I have homework,” he said awkwardly. “And the band's coming over for a practice session later. We have a gig in L.A. Saturday night.”

      “Can I come?” Rory asked impulsively. “I can get some friends from L.A. to come, so there will be a few more warm bodies in the audience,” she enticed.

      “Sure,” he agreed with a shrug and gave her the name of the club where they would be playing. “If you want to ride with us, be here at six-thirty sharp, Saturday night.”

      “Okay,” Rory agreed easily. “I'll see you tomorrow at school,” she said as she walked out the door and down the steps.

      Carson watched her get in her car and leave with a heavy heart. Damn Dalen Hudson to hell, he thought viciously.
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      Rory was stuffing most of her books except for the ones she needed for first period in her locker when she looked up and saw Jeri with an entourage. “You do move quickly,” she commented in a bantering tone but her icy blue eyes were anything but friendly. “You've managed to hook Dalen in just a week.” She tilted her head. “Congratulations,” she added insincerely.

      “What—?” Rory was unable to finish her sentence as Jeri continued.

      “He told us you quit the squad to spend more time with him. It doesn't make much sense, but it worked out for the best.” A tall brunette stepped forward. “This is Jorgie—your replacement. She's a great dancer,” her tone implied Rory was not. With a sigh she mused, “That’s the last time I do Dalen a favor.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rory demanded, totally lost.

      Jeri smiled maliciously. “Dalen wanted you on the squad so you could be near him. You don't think I ever would have chosen you otherwise, do you?” She sauntered off with the others following behind her.

      “Don't let them get to you,” Carson advised quietly. “They're just a catty bunch of bitches.” He'd been standing behind the girls and heard every word.

      “I'm not going to,” Rory said decisively. “I know I'm good. After all, I was in line for captain of the squad in L.A. When it comes to dancing, I'm way better than Jeri. She's just pissed I quit the squad and stole Dalen,” she said scathingly. “She's just trying to diminish me and make me feel bad.”

      “Good for you,” Carson whispered as he pushed a strand of hair off her face. “Now that you understand how the socio-political structure at Breckridge Academy works you might even survive it.”

      “What a touching scene,” Dalen mocked. He stepped close to Carson, who pushed Rory behind him. “You know, Perry told me you were all over my girl, but I had to see for myself. I just couldn't believe you'd have the balls to do such a thing.”

      “She's not your girl,” Carson said evenly. “You know that, Dalen. Stop tripping with whatever drug you're taking.” He leaned forward. “And stop dispensing it,” he added in a steady voice.

      Dalen's face froze, and he looked furious. “Back off, gutter trash,” he told him threateningly. Then Dalen swung his attention to Rory. “What are you doing hanging out with this loser? You're lucky I'm in a good mood today.” He crooked a finger. “Come along, Rory,” he commanded.

      Carson pushed her farther behind him. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

      “Are you going to stop me?” Dalen burst out laughing. “You don't stand a chance against me.”

      Rory could see things were getting way out of hand. “Please don't,” she whispered and put a hand on Carson's shoulder. “It's not worth it.”

      “She's not going with you,” Carson reiterated and shoved Dalen's arm away when he reached for Rory.

      “Do you really want to do this?” Dalen sniggered.

      Carson could feel an ass-kicking coming on, but he couldn't let Dalen waltz off with Rory. Balling his fist up, Carson returned. “Bring it on,” with a cocky grin. Before Dalen realized what was happening, he hit him as hard as he could in the gut.

      Dalen hunched forward. “You’re dead,” he swore and straightened up within a few seconds. Standing toe to toe with Carson, he was three inches taller and at least thirty pounds heavier. Carson was lean and in good shape, but Dalen was a wall of solid muscles. He lifted Carson off his feet and shoved him against the lockers. Dalen smashed his fist into Carson's face, and blood sprayed everywhere.

      Rory gasped and stepped between them. Dalen's forearm struck her on the shoulder and she fell to the floor, smacking her elbow against the cement. Tears came to her eyes ,and she cried out. Dalen dropped Carson in a heap and bent down by Rory. “Are you okay, baby?” he asked gently, trying to take her in his arms. “I didn't mean for you to get hurt.”

      Rory pulled away from him and scooted backwards until her back was pressed against a locker. She could see Mr. Drayson hurrying toward them and breathed a sigh of relief. “What's going on here?” he demanded.

      “Nothing,” Dalen said arrogantly, practically daring Drayson to contradict him. “Let me help you up, buddy,” he offered and lifted Carson to his feet. Drayson averted his eyes and hurried on down the hallway.

      Dalen's pretense of friendliness died an abrupt death. “This isn't over,” he told Carson coldly. Then he looked at Rory, who was cradling her elbow. “I'll see you soon,” he promised as the first bell rang and the hallways emptied.

      Rory rose to her feet and went to Carson. “How is it?” she asked inanely though she could see it was bleeding profusely.

      “Broken,” he said in a nasally voice.

      Taking his arm, Rory led him through the school. “I'm taking you to the hospital,” she explained and ignored his protests. They passed a teacher who looked them over but didn't try to stop them. “Don't these teachers care about anything?” she asked after she'd settled Carson in the passenger seat and they were on the way to the hospital.

      “Keeping their jobs,” Carson answered as air hissed through his broken nose. “Dalen's mother is the principal and his dad is a board member. Hell, his great-grandfather started Breckridge Academy in 1910.”

      “I know, but it's still wrong. No one in this town seems willing to cross the Hudsons. If they committed murder, I don't think anyone would care.” Rory parked in the parking lot of the small hospital and hopped out to open Carson's door.

      “That's true. Man, I hope my mom isn't working today,” he commented as they walked inside. Luck wasn't with Carson however. Evie was on duty and since he was three months from eighteen, she was called to admitting to sign him in. She took one look at him and closed her eyes. “Mom, I—” he tried to explain but she held up a hand.

      “I don't want to hear it, Carson,” she said wearily. “You don't want to help me or you. Who do you think suffers when you do stuff like this? I got a call from Mr. Drayson saying you started a fight with Dalen. He's not going to press charges this time, but you lucked out. Do what you want but don't involve me in it,” she said evenly and trudged off.

      Rory sat with Carson in an exam room and waited for a doctor. “No offense, but your mom is gloomy,” she commented.

      “She has reason to be,” he explained. “Since my dad took off two years ago, she hasn't been the same. We're treated as outcasts, as if his leaving was our fault. We never really belonged anyway. I don't know why she doesn't pack up and leave this town but I'm outta here when I graduate.”

      “Where will you go?” Rory asked with a pang in her stomach. She didn't want Carson to go anywhere.

      “L.A., or maybe Chicago. My dad offered to pay for my college and expenses if I go to the university there.”

      “How do you get along with him?”

      Carson shrugged. “Okay, I guess. He's tried to stay in touch but it's difficult. Rita, his new wife, had two sons from a previous marriage, and she doesn't like me much. They just had a baby last month, and he wants me to come for the christening in two weeks but I still haven't decided.” He looked down as Rory scooted her chair closer and rested her head on his thigh. “How do you get along with your parents?”

      Rory sighed. “Until eighteen months ago, they were the best. I mean, my dad was always sort of oblivious and never really involved with our lives but my mom made up for it. Then the company they started took off, and they changed into pod-people overnight. I don't even know them anymore.”

      “Did you tell them about...?” Carson trailed off.

      Rory shook her head as he caressed her hair. “I don't think they would want to know. They have some kind of deal with Shuler Hudson. Yesterday, my mom told me to be gentle when I ended things with Dalen.”

      Carson realized he was smearing blood through her red-gold hair and awkwardly dabbed at it with a tissue. A man in his late twenties came in and he said, “That looks nasty, Mr. Winslow. I want to get an x-ray.” An orderly followed the doctor in, pushing a wheelchair. Carson was whisked to the x-ray department and Rory stayed behind.

      When Carson returned a few minutes later, he took a seat beside her instead of crawling back on the table. The doctor came in after twenty minutes or so. “It's definitely broken, Carson. You lucked out. It could be much worse.” He went to work setting Carson's nose with the help of a male nurse. “Maybe you'll stay out of trouble,” the doctor added when Carson sat up with a stark white bandage across his nose. The doctor gave him a prescription for pain killers, and Carson was discharged.

      “I hope I can sing with this thing,” he said, sounding like he was severely congested. “I can't believe I have to wear this.”

      “It could have been much worse,” Rory fretted. “You might have needed surgery. He could have killed you, Carson. Promise me you won't take such risks in the future.”

      Carson stopped walking and turned her to face him. “I couldn't just let him take you, Rory. I'll protect you however I can, even if I become his personal punching bag.”

      Tears swam in her eyes and she hugged him. “Thank you,” she mumbled against his shirt. After a moment she was composed and withdrew a little. “Are you going to school or home?”

      “First, I need to go to the pharmacy,” he answered. “My head is killing me.” Rory drove him to the pharmacy and he waited in the car while she filled it. When she brought the pills to him, he popped two in his mouth and swallowed without water. “I'm going home,” he told her abruptly. “I'm beat.”

      “Do you need to get your car from the school?” Rory asked.

      Carson shook his head gingerly. “Nah, it's not running—again,” he explained wryly. “Would you mind driving me home?”

      “Of course not,” Rory told him and left the pharmacy parking lot. They arrived at his house a few minutes later. “Do you need help getting inside?” she asked.

      “No, I'll make it,” he answered. “I'll see you tomorrow, Rory.” He got out of the car and leaned back inside. “Be careful today. Don't go anywhere alone,” he warned.

      “I won't,” she assured him. “I'm going to stick close to Korith.” She had no idea if Moriah would be expected to hang out with the cheerleaders. “Thanks again, Carson,” she said warmly and waited until he let himself in before driving back to the school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      It was ten minutes before lunch when she parked her car, and Rory hurried to the girls' room.

      She looked down and wanted to whoop for joy. Blood streaked her underwear—she'd started her period. “Thank god,” she whispered before digging in her backpack for a tampon. After washing her hands, she went to senior hall and grabbed her books for her first class after lunch—Advanced Biology. Then came French with Dalen.

      She saw Korith walking toward her and met her halfway. She filled her in on the latest event over the first part of lunch. They had decided to stay in the activity center with the freshmen and sophomores rather than risk running into Dalen or Jeri somewhere in town, where most of the juniors and seniors spent their lunchtime.

      The first bell rang to signal the end of lunch, and Rory parted from Korith. “I'll see you in dance,” she said morosely, dreading French. Advanced Biology passed too quickly, and Rory dragged her feet until the she was almost late for class. She opened the door and scanned the room for a desk. There was an empty one on the far side of the room from where Dalen sat and she headed for it, but Perry beat her to it, flashing a wicked grin.

      The only other place to sit was in front of Dalen, and she took the desk reluctantly. It was a test day, and she struggled to focus on the questions as she waited for Dalen to do something. When he didn't touch her or talk to her she grew more worried rather than relaxed. What game was he playing at now?

      When the bell rang, Rory put away her pencil, leaving a few questions unanswered. She grabbed her stuff and hurried out of the classroom while Dalen was chatting with Perry. Rory threw her books in her locker and hurried down the hall to class. She'd emerged into the uncovered walkway outside and thought she'd avoided Dalen when he grabbed her.

      Dalen was pulling her with him. “Let go of me,” she hissed. “Korith will let the teacher know something's wrong if I'm not in class.” He ignored her and tossed her over his shoulder. Several students milling around thought they were just playing and laughed. Rory beat her fists against his back, but he didn't seem to notice.

      At his car, he dumped her inside through the driver's side and sat down before she could scramble away. He locked the doors with the master switch, and she'd have to crawl across him to disengage it. No way was she going to do that unless she had no other choice. “What do you want?” Rory demanded.

      “To talk to you. I haven't seen you all day,” he said in a reasonable tone. He started the car. “Put your seat belt on,” he admonished. “I swear, Rory, you can't take care of yourself for shit.”

      Rory complied, hands shaking. “Where are you taking me?”

      Dalen laughed. “To the park. I have to be back in time for football practice. I don't have time for anything fun right now.”

      “It wouldn't be fun,” Rory hissed balefully.

      He ignored her and drove without looking at her until they got to Hudson Park. He flipped a left turn without his signal and skidded into the parking lot. To her surprise, he opened the door and pulled her out with him. Maybe he didn't have anything too sinister in mind, since they were in a public place. Two mothers with small children were within shouting distance of the place he picked to sit.

      They were under the shade of a giant oak tree, and he was leaning against it. Rory stood there with her arms crossed, and he tugged her down into his arms. “Let go of me,” she ordered and struggled against him. He tightened his hold until she could barely breathe. She continued to twist in his arms until exhaustion sat in and she gave up. Once she relaxed he loosened his hold, but still held her with enough strength that she couldn't escape. “Why are you doing this to me, Dalen?” she asked in a defeated tone. “You must know that I don't want to be here with you. If I wanted to be with you then you wouldn't have had to drug me the other night.”

      Dalen rubbed his cheek against the soft hair on top of her head. “You’re just scared,” he whispered. “No one's ever loved you the way I do, and you don't know what to think. Don't worry, baby. I won't give up on you.”

      Rory tried to suppress her tears. He was crazy, he must be. She'd just told him she wasn't interested, and he was responding by telling her he wouldn't give up on her—as if she were the one with the problem. “I don't love you, Dalen,” she said, renewing her effort to reason with him.

      He laughed. “I think you do, but you won't admit it. Still, even if you don't love me now, you will. You won't be able to help yourself.” His hand cupped around her breast. “We're going to be together forever.”

      Rory jerked away from his caressing hand. “I don't want to be with you Dalen. I hate you,” she screamed. The two women with their children looked over and started gathering their things. Rory watched helplessly as they left as quickly as possible. Terrific, she'd scared them away, leaving her alone with Dalen.

      Dalen gave her a sad look. “Why are you hurting me, Rory?” he asked, puzzled. “If you stop fighting it can be so wonderful for us.”

      “I'll never stop fighting,” she vowed as he ground his lips against hers.

      He tangled his hands in her hair and jerked her head back. “Where were you this morning?” he demanded silkily.

      Rory swallowed. “I took Carson to the hospital,” she answered. “You broke his nose,” she added scathingly.

      He smiled. “Good,” he whispered, pulling her hair until tears stung her eyes. “If he continues to come between us, I'll make sure he loses his job and his mother loses hers.”

      Rory believed he could do it, but she wouldn't be cowed by him. “There are other jobs. It would be the best thing for both of them to get the hell out of Hudsonville.” It was becoming more apparent all the time that Breckridge had been misnamed.

      He kissed her once again before lifting his head. His eyes glittered darkly. “Then I'll kill him the next time he gets in my way,” he said casually, as if they were discussing the weather rather than someone's life. Fear settled heavily on her, and she started crying. He pulled her into his arms and held her while she cried. She regained control of herself and lay rigid against him. It was official, Dalen Hudson was insane.

      “We have to get back,” he commented. “I have practice, then your brother is meeting me to go out with us this evening. I'm going to find a cute cheerleader to fuck him. He'll be eternally grateful.”

      Dalen stroked her hair. “Your family will be so intertwined with mine that you'll have no choice but to give up this silly fight. Just give in and accept our love. You'll be happier than you can believe.” He kissed her once more before rising to his feet and taking her hand. “Our dads are doing business together, and your brother worships the ground I walk on. Your mom will be won over shortly and then it will be just you—alone. Think about it.”

      Rory walked with him back to the car and took a seat in the Porsche. She sat in silence while he drove them back to the school and when he parked, she looked around. Korith was standing at the top of the stairs, searching frantically. When she saw Rory get out of Dalen's Porsche, she looked sick. Rory started walking toward her, but Dalen jerked her into his arms and kissed her passionately. Several people nearby cheered as he released her. “I'll see you, baby,” he whispered and strode in the direction of the gym.

      Korith skirted around several people to meet Rory. “What happened?” she asked softly. “When you weren't in class I panicked.”

      “Let's go to your house,” Rory suggested. She and Korith walked together to the parking lot and got in their cars. Korith's was a three-year-old Mazda in a soft shade of gray. Rory followed behind in the black Mustang, though her mind was not on driving. She parked behind Korith's car and followed her inside. They had the house to themselves so they sat at the breakfast bar, eating orange slices, while Rory filled her in. “He's crazy,” she finished sometime later. “When he threatened to kill Carson, I knew he wasn't joking.”

      Korith shook her head, scared for her friend. “I don't understand,” she whispered. “He's never done anything like this before. Once he's scored with a girl he moves on.”

      “He thinks he's in love with me,” Rory reminded her morosely. “He's trapping me on all sides.”

      “You have to tell your parents,” Korith said decisively. “They have to be prepared. You can't let them get any more tangled up with the Hudsons, Rory.” She touched her friend on the shoulder. “Besides, they can protect you and Carson if need be. You can hire a bodyguard or something.”

      Rory nodded miserably. “I know, Korith, but I'm scared. I don't want to tell them what he's done to me and still trying to do.”

      “I understand completely, Rory. After he raped me, I felt ashamed and dirty. My parents had just died that summer, and I couldn't bring myself to tell Uncle Thomas and Aunt Dottie. I carried it in silence for too long. Don't become like me,” she begged.

      “I'll tell them tonight,” she promised. Rory stayed with Korith until Dottie and Thomas came home. She talked with them for a little while before heading for the door. Moriah was coming in as she was leaving. “Hey,” she said.

      Smiling, Moriah returned. “Hey.” She cocked her head to one side. “Umm...could you tell Ricky it was nice to see him today?” She giggled and bounced away before Rory could agree to.

      Rory walked out to her car and thought about checking on Carson but wanted to know more before she warned him about Dalen's threat. She drove home as it was getting dark and parked in front of the sidewalk, not bothering with the garage. She ran into the house, eager to find her mother and confide in her. Together they could tell her dad. “Mom,” she called out. “Where are you?”

      Rory skidded to a stop when she came into the living room and saw Dalen sitting on the love seat. Her parents were on the sofa, and Ricky was curled up on the floor. “Hey, sis,” he said. “Where ya' been?” He obviously wasn't curious really; just making small talk.

      Rory started trembling and had a hard time finding her tongue. “I was visiting a friend,” she explained as she edged her way into the room. It was so very tempting to pour out the whole story right there with Dalen sitting on the love seat, looking so smug. She restrained herself, already having decided her mom alone would be a more receptive audience initially. “I saw Moriah. She asked me to tell you she had fun seeing you this afternoon,” she said inanely. Ricky brightened considerably before turning a beet red.

      Dalen rose from the love seat and walked toward her. Rory squeezed her eyes shut and dug her nails into the soft flesh of her palms. When he hugged her, she wanted to scream but she managed to stand passively. “It's about time you got home,” he said in a light tone but his eyes were steely. “We've been waiting a half-hour.”

      “I didn't see your car,” she commented as he pulled her to the love seat with him. If she had, she would have kept driving.

      “Your dad insisted I park it in the garage. He didn't want it to get damaged if it rains. That's what the weatherman is predicting. Sorry I took your spot,” he added.

      “It's fine,” she responded through bloodless lips.

      “We should start dinner,” Leigh commented, patting Dan on the leg. “Would you care to join us, Dalen?”

      “I'd be honored,” he answered courteously.

      Rory bounced up. “I'll help you, Mom,” she offered.

      Dan chuckled. “No, we'll manage, but thank you.”

      Rory grimaced as her parents left the room. Sundays and Mondays were Maria's days off and her parents fixed for themselves those two days. Why did they have to abandon her to make dinner—and then they just had to invite him. She wouldn't be able to choke down a bite with Dalen at the table.

      She was counting on Ricky playing referee, but he dredged up some previously unknown shred of tact. “I'm going to make some calls,” he said with a suggestive grin. “See you at dinner.”

      Rory sat tensely by Dalen until she was sure Ricky was out of hearing range. “What are you doing here?”

      “I dropped your brother off and came in to see you. Since you weren't home, your parents invited me to wait. I've been having a chat with them.” Dalen put an arm around her and pulled her closer. “Who were you seeing this afternoon?”

      It annoyed her to have to tell him, but she was afraid to let Dalen think she had been with Carson. “Korith Bursey,” she gasped out as he licked her neck. She wanted to die at that moment. “Not that it's any of your business.”

      “You do know she's a lesbian, don't you?” he asked before kissing her. Rory locked her lips closed and tried not to gag. She finally went limp, just so he would stop.

      When the forced kiss ended, she said, “She's not a lesbian. You should know that better than anyone, after what you did to her.” She glared at him and he shrugged.

      “That was a long time ago,” he dismissed. “It's in the past, and you don't have to be jealous. She never meant anything to me. No one before you has meant anything.”

      “You're disgusting,” Rory whispered. “As if I'd be jealous! I don't care if you screw your way through the girls’ volleyball team. I'd prefer it if it would make you leave me alone.”

      Dalen slapped her across the mouth, just enough to sting. “Watch your mouth,” he admonished. “You shouldn't talk like that.”

      “You don't like swearing?” she asked innocently.

      Shrugging, Dalen pulled her even closer. “Not particularly—especially in women. It's vulgar.”

      Smiling sweetly, Rory got really close to his face and said with relish, “Fuck off and die.” His face tightened and she braced herself for his reaction. Dalen grabbed her wrist and twisted viciously. She cried out softly but didn't pull away. He would just hurt her more if she did.

      Leigh came into the room, looking unhappy to see them curled up together. “Dinner's ready,” she announced, and they rose from the love seat to follow her into the dining room. Dan had insisted on using the best china, though it seemed ridiculous to her. Imagine pulling out the china for a high school boy. If he broke one of her glasses, Dan was in big trouble.

      Dalen conversed easily with her family, playing polite young man to the hilt. Leigh seemed to warm up to him by dessert, and Dan was clearly impressed. Ricky seemed enthralled with Dalen and determined to copy him. Rory was the only one not basking in his glow. She'd pushed the food around on her plate all through dinner but barely ate a bite. Dessert was a chocolate cake with fresh raspberries, normally her favorite, but she didn't even pick up her fork.

      Finally, after dinner, Dalen announced he had to leave. Dan and Ricky protested while Leigh gave him a serene goodbye. Resentfully Rory trailed behind him to the garage, hitting the button to raise the door. She remained silent and turned to go back in when he jerked her into his arms and kissed her vigorously. When his tongue invaded her mouth, she gagged and bit down instinctively.

      “Blood,” he showed her as he dabbed at his tongue with his finger. She could taste it in her mouth and it made her want to vomit. “You're certainly wild tonight,” he commented before sliding into his Porsche. He lifted his hand in a wave and backed down the driveway. Rory only waited until he was barely out the door before pushing the button to lower it. She felt much safer when the door was down, locking him out.

      After a minute, she walked into the house and went straight upstairs. After brushing her teeth repeatedly, she filled a tub of hot water and soaked until the tension in her muscles slowly drained away. Doing mundane things relaxed her, so she shaved her legs and washed her hair. Afterwards she wound the heavy mass in a towel and secured it to her head. After rubbing lotion into her legs, Rory wrapped another towel around her body and went into her bedroom.

      She sat at the vanity table and selected her favorite color of nail polish. Rory polished all her fingernails then bent forward to polish her toenails. She screamed a little and whipped around when someone touched her back. Leigh frowned at her. “You sure are jumpy,” she commented. “I guess you didn't hear me knock?”

      “No,” Rory answered after her heartbeat slowed. “I didn't realize you were here.” She took time to finish her last toenail before screwing the top on and returning the bottle to the drawer. She didn't feel like talking about what had happened to her after enduring an hour with Dalen. She just wanted to crawl in to bed and forget the whole world existed for awhile. “Did you need something?”

      “I just wondered if you and Dalen have patched things up?” Leigh inquired.

      Rory shrugged and sat on the dainty chair in front of the vanity table. She studied the ruby of her toenails, noticing that the light reflected back was distorted. Sort of like her relationship with Dalen. To the world, it looked fine but in reality it was a living hell. “You'd have to ask Dalen about that. He seems to think he can make all my decisions for me. I'm not sure if we're happy, but I'll let him know you asked,” she answered bitingly.

      Leigh sighed. “That’s what I thought. You seemed cool towards him and he was too eager to please. I just want you to know that whatever you decide to do, we'll support your decision.”

      Rory laughed. “Yeah...okay,” she answered. “I'm sleepy now, Mother.” Shaking her head, Leigh bade her goodnight and left. Rory slipped off the towel and put on a heavy fleece sleep shirt. She couldn't seem to stop shivering, so she crawled into bed and even turned the dial of her electric blanket on low. Finally, she realized she wasn't cold but frightened. Still, she did not warm up and did not turn off the blanket. It was a long time before she slept that night.
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      When Rory got to school the next morning, she saw Carson on her way to class and smiled at him. She'd just settled into her seat and pulled out her books when the teacher called her over. “Ms. Pryce wants to see you,” she was told. Rory grabbed her stuff and walked out of the classroom to the faculty wing. Ms. Pryce was the headmistress and Dalen's mother. Rory had heard over the last few days that she was pretty much estranged from her son but still on amicable terms with Shuler Hudson. People seemed to think she was Dalen’s girlfriend and eagerly offered unwanted information about him.

      Rory sat and waited to be called back as butterflies flitted around in her stomach. She watched the receptionist answer phones and direct people. Finally, he looked up after getting off the phone. “She’s ready to see you,” he told her and Rory went behind the desk to a hallway. Ms. Pryce's office was the last on the left, and she knocked before going in.

      Ms. Pryce turned out to be in her late thirties with blonde hair and light blue eyes, rimmed with dark blue. She was dressed in a tailored brown suit and sitting behind her desk. It was impossible to guess her exact height but she was obviously taller than average. She was attractive but unsmiling. “Aurora,” she greeted politely. “Have a seat please.”

      Rory sank into a well-padded armchair in a cheery shade of yellow. She figured it must be part of Ms. Pryce's strategy. Get the student settled in comfortably and cheered up by the bright colors then move in for the attack. Ms. Pryce offered tea and Rory declined. “How are you settling in here?”

      Biting her lip, Rory shrugged. “Okay,” she said shortly and shifted in the armchair. It was just a bit too soft and comfy for her tastes.

      Ms. Pryce quirked an eyebrow at her response. “I've been looking at your record from Los Angeles. As and Bs, good attendance and punctuality. You were never disciplined and never once cut class. So, I'm forced to ask myself why you would suddenly start skipping your classes when you get to Breckridge Academy. Are they not challenging enough? Do they not keep you stimulated? Do you already know so much after twelve years of public education you don't need to attend to pass? Somehow, that doesn't sound right to me. So I'd like you to explain why you only went to two of your classes yesterday.”

      Rory groaned with dismay. All the other problems in her life weren't enough? She had to get caught skipping too? “I took a friend to the hospital,” she answered truthfully. “Your son broke his nose.”

      Surprisingly Ms. Pryce nodded. “I know. But if you recall Mr. Winslow threw the first punch. Dalen was defending himself. As much as I'd like to suspend him for the week, I gave Mr. Winslow I can't under school policy. I appreciate you were concerned about your friend and looking out for his welfare. I've heard rumors they were fighting because of you. Still, you did cut classes and I have to suspend you one day for every class you didn't attend. That's five days’ suspension, beginning today. You won't be allowed to make up your homework but I suggest you spend the week studying.”

      Rory's mouth gaped open. “That’s not fair, Ms. Pryce,” she protested. “If I fall behind, I won't graduate. I have three tests next Monday. Will I be able to make those up?”

      “Yes,” Ms. Pryce responded. “You only lose credit for your homework. I tried to call your parents but there was no answer at the house. I'm going to send you home today and mail out the suspension slip. You'll need it signed to be readmitted next Tuesday.” She peered intently at Rory. “I'm trusting you to be up front with your parents.”

      Sickly, Rory stood up, grabbing her books from the corner of the desk where she'd set them. “This really sucks, Ms. Pryce. I was taking my friend to the hospital, not gallivanting around. I can't believe I'm being suspended. It's no surprise Dalen isn't though, is it? He seems to have free reign to do whatever he wants,” she complained bitterly.

      Rory had her hand on the knob when Ms. Pryce called out to her. “May I offer some advice?” Rory shrugged. “It's never good to have two boyfriends. Make up your mind and stick with your choice. You can avoid such incidences in future.”

      Snorting, Rory answered, “I have decided, but I can't get Dalen to accept my answer. I don't want anything to do with him but he won't leave me alone.” Clutching the books, Rory pleaded. “You’re his mother, Ms. Pryce. Can't you make him understand?”

      Looking sad, Ms. Pryce said, “I have very little influence with him these days, Aurora. His father has seen to that. I do wish you luck with...everything,” she added lamely and busied herself with a stack of paperwork.

      Feeling deflated, Rory trudged from the office and to her locker. She stuffed all her books into her backpack and headed for the parking lot.

      Carson was leaning against her car with a crooked grin. “I thought they'd get you too,” he commented. “How long?”

      “Five days,” she answered miserably. “What about you?”

      “Seven,” he responded. “One day for every class I missed. Ms. Pryce had a heart and dropped the discipline action for fighting.”

      “Do you need a ride?” Rory offered.

      “I was hoping you would say that,” he answered and hopped in after she unlocked the doors. Rory climbed into the driver's seat and headed for Carson's house.

      “How's your nose?” she asked. It looked more swollen today.

      “Hurts like a bitch,” he answered wryly. “I didn't take any pain medication because I was afraid I couldn't concentrate. I guess that won't be a problem now,” he joked. When Rory pulled into his driveway, he invited her up.

      Feeling reckless, Rory got out of the car. No one would be home at her house until Ricky arrived around four. Her parents didn't know about the suspension yet and this could be her last day of freedom for awhile. The first thing Carson did was go to the nightstand and shake out a tablet. He washed it down with a glass of water sitting by the bottle then sat on the bed. “Have a seat,” he offered.

      Rory perched on the edge of the mattress, unsure what she was doing with Carson alone in his apartment. “I'm sorry you've gotten dragged into this mess,” she told him sadly, thinking about Dalen's warning.

      “I put myself in the middle,” Carson reminded her. “I couldn't wait to try out the rescuing hero bit on the first helpless maiden I met,” he joked. Rory giggled and shook her head. “Would you like something to drink? There's juice, soda, beer, and wine.”

      “Yes,” Rory answered. Carson looked so comfortable she didn't have the heart to make him move. “I'll serve myself,” she said and stood up. She opened the fridge and took out sodas for both of them. Then she returned to the bed. “I have to tell you something, Carson.” Rory launched into details from yesterday with Dalen, making sure Carson knew his job and his mother's had been threatened. “I told Dalen it wouldn't work. Then as serious as could be, he said the next time you got in his way, he would kill you.” She shivered, remembering the look on his face and the tone of his voice. “I know he meant it, Carson.”

      Looking a little uneasy, Carson clenched his fists. “He's totally nuts, Rory.”

      “I know,” she agreed. “I've been doing some thinking,” she told Carson, taking a deep breath. “I don't think you should hang out with me anymore. I couldn't bear it if he hurt you because of me Carson—any more than he already has. If he killed you—” She shuddered, setting her drink on the nightstand.

      “I'm not going to be bullied by him,” Carson said firmly. “No matter who his father is, or how much money he has, or how insane he is.”

      “I don't think he's insane,” Rory pondered. “I think he's just spoiled and used to getting what he wants. I bet he's never once faced the consequences of his actions, so he continues to use people and throw them away. He's never been denied anything, so when I tell him no it doesn't penetrate. He thinks I'm playing a game with him or something.”

      “You're probably right,” Carson agreed drowsily. His medication was kicking in ,and he leaned back against the bed. “But I'm not going to stop being your friend,” he added around a huge yawn.

      “I appreciate it, Carson, but I still think you're in danger.” Rory shook her head. “If you do stay friends with me, watch your back.” She realized Carson was asleep. Rory tucked the covers around him and let herself out, making sure she locked the door behind her. Then she got in her car and drove home. Maria seemed surprised to see her, but didn't ask any questions. She always faded into the background, seeming determined to remain an employee to the family, not a friend.

      Rory went upstairs after grabbing a snack and cracked open her books, trying to follow along with where they'd be in class. After a while her own late, nearly sleepless, night caught up with her, and she crawled into bed. Her eyes closed immediately, and she fell asleep.
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      Dalen looked for Rory between classes and waited impatiently for her in third period when he still hadn't seen her all morning. After that class, he began to look for Carson as well, and he was nowhere to be found either. By lunchtime, he was seething, thinking she'd taken off with him. Well she'd be sorry, he promised. He'd make her pay for two-timing him. Then he'd make Carson really sorry, and that would be the end of it.

      “Have you seen Rory?” he asked at lunch and mostly no one had.

      Jeri raised an eyebrow and sniggered. “Why do you care, man? She's playing behind your back. Just dump the slut,” she said, not noticing his anger. After the other cheerleaders stopped giggling, she added, “I heard she got suspended for cutting classes yesterday.”

      Dalen didn't wait to hear anymore. He went tearing off to the faculty wing and into the teachers' lounge. His mother was sitting at a table with two other instructors. “I need to talk to you, Ms. Pryce,” he said pleasantly. She put down her sandwich and followed him out of the lounge. He went straight back to her office, and she was right behind him. Dalen closed the door after her and she sat in her office chair. “Did you suspend Rory Abramson?” he asked.

      “I did,” she answered. “She cut class yesterday to take Carson Winslow to the hospital. She got five days’ suspension, and he got seven.”

      Aghast, he demanded, “You suspended them together?”

      Ms. Pryce frowned. “Yes...well, not in the way you mean, but their suspensions both started today. You're lucky you weren't suspended as well. If you'd been the one to throw the first punch, you'd be out of here so fast your head would spin.”

      “He started the fight,” Dalen said impatiently.

      “That may be, but he's the one with a broken nose,” Ms. Pryce retorted. “You deserve a week's suspension as much as they do.”

      Dalen leaned forward, planting his hands on either side of her desk. “Then suspend me, Mother,” he bit out. In fact, he wanted to be suspended. He could spend the week with Rory.

      “I would if I could. Of course, then you couldn't play in Saturday's game, and we know what your father would say about that,” she told him bitterly. “Go back to lunch, go to class, just get out of my office.”

      Dalen shrugged and stood up slowly. “Fine, Ms. Pryce.” He stormed to the door. “Next time if it involves Rory or Winslow, you clear it with me,” he ordered without turning around.

      Ms. Pryce chuckled. “I don't think so, Dalen. I'm the principal here and I make those sorts of decisions.”

      Slowly, Dalen turned towards her with a threatening look. “That can be changed quite easily, Ms. Pryce. Since you have no alimony, what would you do without this cushy job?”

      She didn't even blink. “Get another one,” Ms. Pryce answered evenly. “Blackmail doesn't always work, Dalen. Remember that,” she cautioned. “Also remember that there are some things and some people you can't bully. Sometimes, even for you, no means no.”

      It was Dalen's turn to laugh. “Not for me,” he said arrogantly and left his mother's office. Dalen went straight to the parking lot and got in his Porsche, gunning the engine. He drove to Carson's house, and there was no sign on Rory's car. Though the garage door looked broken and incapable of opening, he got out and peered in the windows to make sure the Mustang wasn't parked in the gloomy recess.

      Satisfied she wasn't with Carson at his house, Dalen drove across town to her home. Rory's Mustang was parked on the front of the street. Feeling better, he roared back to the high school and boldly sauntered into fifth period. He shot the teacher a challenging look, daring her to give him a tardy. She dropped her eyes and returned to the lecture. He sat in his usual desk and daydreamed of Rory.

      After practice, Dalen went to the home he shared with Shuler and for the time being, Avriella. He knew his father would be gone for at least four more hours but he didn't go to find her. Since meeting Rory, well even before, he'd lost interest in Avriella. She still dropped hints and flirted with him, but he would never again take her to bed.

      He took a shower and changed into jeans and a rugby shirt. He was combing his hair when the doorbell rang. Dalen didn't bother to go downstairs to answer it. After all, they had servants for that sort of thing. A few seconds later, Jeri tapped on the door and walked in. “Hey, handsome,” she greeted. “You look great.”

      “Thanks,” he responded blandly. “I'm going to take Rory out for dinner tonight.”

      Jeri rolled her eyes. “Why would you want to do that?” she asked sensuously, stretching out on the bed, “When you could stay in and have me for dinner?”

      “Very amusing,” Dalen commented as he strapped on the Rolex his dad had given him for his thirteenth birthday. He noticed Jeri draped on the bed and sighed impatiently. “No more, Jeri,” he told her firmly. “I'm in a relationship now. I'm going to remain faithful.”

      Jeri looked shocked. “But you've always wanted to fuck me. You haven't been able to get enough of me since we met. I've even helped you get girls before, and you still wanted me. What's wrong with you?” she demanded, standing up. “You're turning into a love-sick fool.”

      Dalen's mouth tightened. “Get out,” he ordered. “Just get your ass out of here now.”

      She laughed shrilly, grabbing her purse. “You are a fool, Dalen,” Jeri taunted. “It's plain to see she doesn't want you. She'd be in Carson's bed right now if you hadn't fucked with her head. Hell, maybe she's in Carson's bed anyway. It's not like she remembers the other night she spent with you. Do you honestly think if she wanted it, you would have had to drug her to fuck her? Get real. You've turned an amusing little game into an obsession. I hope you come back before it destroys you—destroys what we have together.” Jeri ran from the room, and Dalen was so angry he roared.

      Using his arm, he swept everything off the top of his dressing table. Still furious, he smashed his fist against the mirror. Jeri was just being catty. There wasn't a bit of truth to what she'd said. No one said no to Dalen for long. He always managed to change their minds. Rory would be no different.

      By the time he got around to pulling the glass shards from his hand and cleaning the wounds, he'd calmed down considerably. Dalen could barely feel any pain from the cuts and he scrubbed them thoroughly. After they were clean, he covered the deeper ones with gauze pads and wrapped them with tape. Then, whistling a happy tune, he drove to Rory's house.
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      When Leigh arrived home at five-thirty, there was dead silence in the house. She checked on Ricky and found him in the family room. Then she went upstairs to Rory's room and peeked in. Rory was sprawled across her bed with books spread out in front of her. She was lying on her stomach with her legs folded in the air behind her.

      “We need to talk,” Rory said when she saw her mom. “I got suspended today for skipping class.” Then she told Leigh about the fight between Carson and Dalen. She was gathering her courage to tell her mom about the party when Ricky came running up the stairs, with Dalen in tow.

      “Look who's here,” he cried joyfully, as if Dalen were the second coming rather than an obnoxious eighteen-year-old football player. “He's here to see Rory,” Ricky added helpfully, before returning downstairs.

      “Hello, Mrs. Abramson,” Dalen greeted smoothly. “You look lovely. Hi, Rory,” he said, turning his thousand-watt smile on her. She alone seemed immune of all the girls he'd known. “I heard you got suspended.”

      “Yes,” Rory agreed shortly. “You should have too,” she added balefully.

      Surprisingly he nodded. “I told my mother that, but she wouldn't suspend me.” Leigh quirked a brow at that piece of information. “I came to see if you want to go out for dinner.”

      “She's in a lot of trouble,” Leigh began as Dan came striding up the stairs. He dropped a kiss on her cheek. “I don't think she should go out tonight,” Leigh finished.

      “What's going on?” Dan asked. Leigh gave him a quick version of events. “Rory skipped five classes yesterday to take her friend to the hospital. He'd been in a fight,” she shot a look at Dalen but didn't say his name. “Rory got suspended for five days today.”

      “Oh,” Dan said, rubbing his chin. “Well, it seems to me like you did the right thing, Rory,” he continued. “I don't see any need to punish you further. You can go out if you want.” Rory and Leigh both looked ready to protest, but Dan was oblivious. He engaged Dalen in conversation. “Let's go downstairs and let Rory get changed,” Dan suggested, and Dalen obediently followed him.

      Rory groaned and rose from the bed. “I don't want to go,” she complained to Leigh.

      “I know,” Leigh said. “I think you have to now, Rory. Just be firm with him and tell him it's over. If you have to be mean, then go right ahead. I don't think gentleness and tact work with this boy.”

      “Nothing works with him,” Rory exclaimed. “He just won't listen.” She dropped her voice, walking to the open door and peering out to make sure no one was listening. “He scares me, Mom,” she confided.

      Leigh's eyes widened. “Stay in a public place tonight and get it done quickly. That's the best way to end these things.” Shaking her head, she said. “I'll leave you to get dressed. The sooner you go the sooner you can get this over with.”

      Rory giggled as her mother left but the laughter died abruptly. god, she should have told her mother that Dalen had raped her. There was no way Leigh would have made her go with him tonight. Disgusted with herself, Rory examined the clothes in her closet. None of them screamed nun but she went for the demurest things she had—a lacy white blouse tucked into baggy black jeans. She slipped on sneakers with running socks in case she had to run and scrunched her hair in a ponytail. Rory didn't bother with make-up or perfume. Unenthusiastically she went downstairs and stood by Dalen.

      He wrapped up his conversation with Dan and they left the house. “Your dad sure is talkative,” Dalen commented as he held open the door to the Porsche for her.

      “Yes,” she answered blandly.

      Dalen bent over through the open window and kissed her. “You look very sexy,” he complimented. Her stunned eyes flew to his face. “You look so innocent and touch-me-not. All I can think about is getting you out of those clothes.”

      Rory grimaced as he got in the car and hit the street. So much for her brilliant plan. “Where are you taking me?” she asked through stiff lips.

      Dalen shrugged. “Dinner in L.A.? I haven't been there for awhile.”

      Rory didn't want to taint memories of L.A. with memories of Dalen, but she knew a protest would be futile. Dalen did what Dalen wanted. “Okay,” she agreed evenly.

      Dalen seemed to be at his most charming, and he filled the drive with conversation. For the most part, Rory was quiet, answering occasionally with a monosyllabic response. When they hit L.A. traffic, he stopped talking and focused on driving. Dalen took her to a nice hotel where they had a good restaurant with a casual atmosphere. Rory picked at her food, unable to eat much.

      Midway through the meal she had to go to the bathroom desperately, so she stood up. “Do you know where the bathroom is?” she asked Dalen, then followed his directions. She escaped into a stall and sat there trembling. After three minutes, she washed her hands and returned to the table, figuring he'd never give her much more time.

      When Rory returned to the table her plate had been cleared and a bowl of chocolate cake with fresh raspberries was waiting for her. She regarded it suspiciously. “I'm full,” she told Dalen. “I'm also getting sleepy.”

      He smiled, waving the waiter over. Her dessert was cleared and replaced with coffee, poured from the same carafe as Dalen's. She waited until he took a drink before sipping her own. It was too strong for her and she didn't drink more. Dalen discreetly slipped the black folder to their server and finished another cup of coffee. After the folder was returned to him, he wrote in a tip and pocketed his credit card. “Are you ready?” he asked politely.

      Rory nodded and tried not to chafe at the arm he placed around her waist. Instead of going to the valet, he led her the opposite direction. “Let's take a walk,” he suggested.

      Rory didn't protest and strolled along with him. They came to a small courtyard in the middle of the street where a fountain bubbled. Rory sat on the bench and trailed her hand through the water. She glanced at Dalen from the corner of her eye, and he was watching her.

      She looked down to break eye contact and noticed the bandage on his hand, soaked through in some places. “What did you do?” she asked, pointing to it.

      “I broke a glass,” he answered casually. “No big deal.”

      Frowning, Rory said. “It looks pretty bad, Dalen. You should probably go to the doctor. You might need stitches.” She couldn't believe she was sitting here discussing this with Dalen. On second thought, she hoped he didn't go to the doctor and it became so infected he died. The moment was past, and she froze again.

      “So concerned,” he teased gently and slid closer. “One of the many things I love about you.” He bent his head to kiss her, but she averted her face and his lips brushed against her ear. “There are so many things to love,” he whispered into her eardrum.

      “You don't love me,” Rory protested. “You don't even know me, Dalen. I'm a challenge and that's my appeal. If I gave in to you right now, you'd soon lose interest.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not true,” he protested earnestly. “There have been lots of girls who never got to say no. It's all part of the game. But I took one look at you and knew things would be different. Even after I'd had you, I wanted you again. That had never happened to me before.”

      Repulsed, she shuddered. “You think drugging a girl and raping her is a game, Dalen, but you're so wrong. You're ruining lives and destroying innocence. How could I ever love you when you treat me and every other woman as a toy?”

      Dalen rubbed his cheek against her head. “You will love me,” he vowed quietly. “You'll have no choice, Rory.” He tilted her head up. “If it makes you feel better, I've given up the game. I'm going to be faithful to you. I'm not going to sleep with anyone else—not even Jeri or Avriella.”

      Rory's eyes widened and she shook her head. “Whatever,” she agreed quietly. “Just don't expect me to be faithful to you. As far as I'm concerned, we have no relationship.”

      His face grew stiff and his eyes flashed. “You’re wrong, Rory. We're intimately linked. I don't mean sex—it goes much deeper. We'll be together until the day we die.” Dalen said it so passionately that Rory shivered. “The next time we make love, you'll see how beautiful it was and will be again,” he whispered. Before Rory could respond, he stood up, pulling her to her feet. “It's time to go,” he announced. “I don't want to worry your parents or make them angry.”

      Rory was paralyzed by fear during the long drive back to her home. He kissed her gently in the car before walking her to the door and leaving her when her dad opened it. She watched him go, more frightened now then she had been. When she walked through the family room, she looked at Leigh, who was watching her expectantly. She shook her head and continued on to her room.

      Rory was curled up in the bed when her mom came in. “How did it go?” she asked.

      Shaking her head, Rory answered. “He still won't listen to me mom. He thinks...well he thinks he can make me love him.” Biting her lip, she said. “He told me if Carson gets in his way again, he'll kill him. I don't know what to do, Mom.”

      Seriously concerned, Leigh sat on the bed. “Do you think he was sincere?”

      “I do,” Rory answered. “There's something else...” she started to say when Ricky knocked on the door.

      “Mom, Dad needs you downstairs. The dishwasher is going crazy,” he told her. “It's spewing soap and water all over the floor.”

      “Oh, no,” Leigh cried and stood up, forgetting there was more Rory was going to tell her. “Tell Dan I'm coming.” She turned back to Rory. “We’ll talk more later, honey,” Leigh promised as she dashed from the room.

      Rory started to cry softly. Everything seemed to be conspiring against her lately. She was beginning to wonder if Dalen had some sort of pact with the devil to get his way in everything.

      She eventually fell asleep, brooding about the situation with Dalen. She had decided she wasn't going to give in to him anymore. Nightmares plagued her, as Rory's mind continually ran through scenarios of Dalen's reaction.
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      When Rory awoke the next morning, everyone had already left. Maria was busy in the kitchen, and she offered to make Rory breakfast. “No thanks, Maria. I'll grab something later,” she answered as she went into the garage. Since there was only one person who might be home today, that limited Rory's list of people she could see to one. Since she didn't know Carson's phone number, she'd have to drive over.

      Rory stopped at a McDonald's and bought two breakfast value meals. It was nine-thirty when she knocked on Carson's door. He answered, wearing pajama pants, no shirt, and no shoes. “Good morning,” he said with a grin. “Is that greasy, heavenly smell breakfast?” he asked hopefully.

      Holding up the bag, Rory gave it a shake. “Egg muffins, hashbrowns, coffee, and orange juice.”

      “Well, come on in,” he invited eagerly. Once Rory slipped inside, he closed the door and locked it. “Have a seat,” he waved to the bed. “Sorry I don't have a couch or something.”

      “There's no room, is there?” she teased and sat on the bed. Carson went to the kitchen and came back with plates and glasses. “My, this is very special,” she said lightly as he poured orange juice in the glasses and arranged the food on plastic plates. “Plates for McDonald's. You know how to impress a girl.”

      Carson looked up as he licked the residue from his thumb. “I hope so,” he said throatily. Rory's face grew warm and she turned her attention to the food, concentrating on it studiously. “So what brings you by?”

      “I was home and I knew you were home—well, I hoped you were home. It seemed like the thing to do—I mean keep you company. After all, if it weren't for me you wouldn't have a broken nose or be suspended from school.” Rory answered self-consciously. “Did you have something planned for today?” She didn't want to intrude.

      “Nah,” he answered. “I thought I'd watch a movie, play some music, and maybe have some wine. You're welcome to join me if you'd like.” Rory nodded and they finished breakfast. After Carson put the plates and glasses in the sink, he flipped on the television.

      He channel-surfed until they found a movie that looked good. He stretched out on the bed, his arms and head resting on a pillow at the foot of the bed. Rory grabbed a pillow and edged in beside him, careful not to touch. When the movie ended, she went to the bathroom while they waited for the next one to start.

      When Rory came out, she joined him on the bed again, this time with their shoulders touching. She felt relaxed in his presence, but she was still scared. She wanted to be with Carson but she didn't want him to get hurt—by Dalen or her. What if, because of what Dalen had done to her, she was never able to have a real relationship again?

      When the second movie was over Carson sat up. “Hungry?” Rory nodded vigorously as her tummy growled. They both laughed. “Chinese?” he suggested. “Red Dragon delivers.”

      “That sounds great. I'll have moo goo gai pan and fried noodles.” She scrunched up her face. “Oh and some of the triangle thingies...umm, oh yeah, crab Rangoon.”

      Carson laughed and dialed the number from memory. He placed their orders. “Half an hour,” he told her glumly when he hung up. “I'm hungry now,” he mock-whined.

      Giggling, Rory sat up too. “You'll live,” she said without sympathy. “Would you play me a song?” she asked tentatively.

      He stood up. “Sure,” he answered. “Fast or slow?”

      Rory cocked her head. “Slow, I think. I don't really like a lot of faster music.”

      He winced. “Then you won't have much fun Saturday night. The band can get quite energetic.” Rory's eyes widened. She'd forgotten all about going with them Saturday night. “Ah ha,” he said. “You forgot, didn't you?” Sheepishly she nodded. “That’s okay. I forgive you. You can still come with us if you want.” Carson wiggled his eyebrows. “See how generous I am?”

      Laughing Rory nodded. “I wouldn't miss it,” she responded when she could catch her breath. “Now where's my song?”

      Carson shook his head, tsking his tongue. “So impatient,” he admonished and went to the instruments. He picked up one of the acoustic guitars and came back to the bed. He strummed slowly before starting to sing the words.

      Rory sat captivated as he sang. Carson played well, and his voice was terrific. It was deep and mellow, so soothing, and when he came to the sad part of the song, his voice had the power to break her heart.

      When he finished, Carson sat the guitar on the floor. “Did you like it?” he asked casually.

      Rory nodded. “Oh it was beautiful, Carson. Did you write it?”

      Smiling, he rose and returned the guitar to its stand. “No, actually Korith and Jon did.”

      “Who's Jon?” Rory asked as she watched Carson go into the kitchen.

      “He's in the band. He's also Korith's boyfriend.” Carson took two cheap wineglasses from the cupboard and opened the fridge. He pulled out a bottle of Arbor Mist. Holding it up, he said, “No corkscrew. Not exactly a wine aficionado,” he joked and twisted off the cap. “Do you drink?”

      Shrugging, Rory stood up and walked into the kitchen. “Sometimes. I like wine and wine coolers. I don't drink every weekend though. My parents let us have a glass of wine at Christmas and Thanksgiving, but they've always preached responsibility. I guess it sunk in. They aren't the kind of people who have a cocktail before dinner and wine with dessert. Well, they didn't used to be. I don't know what they do when they're out with their friends socializing.”

      Carson poured wine into each glass. “I don't drink much either. Besides the fact I don't need to get in trouble for underage drinking, I just don't like to lose control. My mom and dad were both alcoholics for a long time. They've given drinking up totally now but I don't want to become like them.”

      He handed her a glass, and she took a sip. “It's good,” she told him and he grabbed the bottle, taking it with them, back to the bed.

      The delivery person showed up a bit later and Carson paid for it. He gave her two boxes and a Styrofoam container. “Chopsticks?” he offered and she shook her head. He handed her a plastic fork. Carson dug into his with chopsticks and they ate, talking through the meal. He'd refilled their glasses twice by the time they'd finished, and Rory was giggling at everything. “Are you feeling good?” he teased, laughing too.

      “Very good,” she answered. “I think I'm tipsy, Carson.”

      He sprawled on the bed, still holding his glass. “I'd say so,” he agreed as she lay down beside him. “Definitely no more for you—or me. Want to know why?”

      “Why?” she asked expectantly. Carson picked up the bottle and turned it over.

      “Empty,” he explained morosely, and she laughed hysterically though it wasn’t really that funny. He laughed with her and they fell together as they tried to stop giggling. “You've had way too much,” he said, his mouth inches from her own.

      “It's your fault,” she accused. “You kept refilling the glasses.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to get me ineb...inebrat...drunk, sir?” She feigned a lousy southern accent as she asked the question.

      “I swear I'm not,” he denied. “I had no idea three glasses would make you so...out of it.” He couldn't help laughing again and it got her started. The next thing he knew he was kissing her.

      Their lips were pressed together and she was moaning. When she slipped her tongue into his mouth, he was shocked and dropped his glass. Thankfully, it was empty. Carson drew his head back. “I don't think we should do this—” he started to say.

      Rory gave him a sultry look. “Let’s just see how it goes.” She wanted to be with Carson. “If I want to stop, I know you will.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Just tell me—” She cut him off with another kiss. They were in each other's arms, touching and caressing. Carson, who'd never changed out of his pajama pants, but had thrown on a T-shirt, was surprised when Rory pulled his shirt off. She kissed his chest and flicked her tongue across his nipple. “Wow,” he whispered.

      Rory raised herself on one elbow, looking at him through the curtain of her hair. “Have you ever been with a girl before, Carson?”

      “No,” he answered honestly. “I've never been serious about anyone.” He ran his hand down her bare stomach. “Until now,” he added.

      Rory smiled, blushing a little. “I've never either. I’ve never done this before…” She looked sad. “Well, except Dalen.”

      Carson put a finger to her lips. “Shh,” he whispered. “Don't think about that. It never happened, and he doesn't exist. Right now, we're the only two people in the world. Together, here and now, on this bed. The question is, what should we do?”

      Rory pulled his head toward her and kissed him.

      “My thoughts exactly,” he joked before being swept up in a tide of passion.

      Their clothes disappeared in a flash, and he entered her a few minutes later, after more touching and kissing. She flinched. “It hurts a little,” she whimpered but wouldn't let him stop. He devoted himself to exciting her, and she enjoyed it immensely. He came shortly after her, and they lay together in a sweaty heap. “It was wonderful,” she whispered. “I could die happy at this moment.”

      “Don't talk like that,” he admonished. “It's never a good idea to tempt fate.”

      She nodded and they curled up together to sleep. It was after four when Rory woke up, and she scooted off the bed. Carson opened his eyes to watch her as she dressed. “I wish you could stay longer,” he said wistfully.

      “Me too, but my parents will be home soon.” She gnawed on her lips. “And football practice ends shortly. I need to talk to Dalen. He's not going to run my life anymore.” After sliding on her v-neck shirt she leaned across the bed and kissed Carson. “I'll see you tomorrow though, if you don't have anything else planned.”

      “I don't,” he replied, cradling his head on his hands. “What do you want to do?”

      “Let's go to the beach,” she suggested. “We'll drive into L.A. 'cause I love this one spot.” She slipped on her sneakers. “I'll pick you up at eight-thirty, if that's not too early?”

      “No, that's fine. I'll see you then, Rory,” he watched her go sadly. Today had been so wonderful that he hated to let her leave for even an hour. He wanted her right beside him...forever.
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      Rory pulled into the garage at five and slipped through the kitchen. Her mom was waiting for her in the family room, dressed casually in jeans and a tank top. “Where have you been?” she asked levelly when Rory went rushing by.

      Gulping, Rory turned around slowly and went into the family room. “I was with Carson,” she answered honestly.

      Leigh frowned. “Suspension is a punishment, Rory. It's not an opportunity to sneak around with your boyfriend.”

      “When should I see him then?” Rory exploded. “If I take him around town and Dalen sees us, he'll go nuts. I won't be responsible for Carson getting hurt again, Mother. If this is my only time to see him, I'm going to take advantage of it. How do you think things will be when we return to school next week? Dalen will follow me around, and I won't have five minutes alone with Carson, let alone a whole day!” Rory collapsed into an armchair.

      Frowning Leigh answered. “You have to tell Dalen you're not interested. You can't pussyfoot around or try to be nice. Just come out straight and tell him you want to be with Carson. He'll have to accept your answer.”

      Sadly, Rory raised her head. “Do you really think that will work, Mom?” she asked. Leigh nodded decisively. “Then you're a fool,” she denounced, ignoring Leigh's shattered look. “I have told him no, I've resisted his advances, I've avoided him. I've tried everything, but he won't listen. For god's sake, he thinks he owns me.”

      Rory burst into tears, and Leigh approached her. “Oh, Rory, I'm sorry. I didn't realize things had gotten that bad.” She squatted down in front of Rory and took her hands. “I'll have Dan speak with Dalen.”

      Bitterly, Rory snapped. “Haven’t you noticed Dad thinks the world rises and sets in Dalen? Ricky adores him, and even you seemed to like him. It won't do any good, Mom.” She looked into her mother's concerned eyes and said shakily, “It's too late anyway, Mom.”

      She couldn't continue. “What do you mean, Rory?” Leigh prompted. When Rory remained silent, she said. “I know things have been different lately, Aurora. We haven't talked much, but I want you to know you can tell me anything.”

      Rory hung her head, grasping her mom's hands. “At the party Friday night, he or one of his friends drugged me.” She took a deep breath. “I don't remember what happened, but I know he violated me. He admitted it to me later.”

      Her breath hissed out as Leigh collapsed forwards. “Oh, god!” she cried. “I made you go out with him last night. I invited him to dinner. Oh, my poor, poor darling,” she whispered, running gentle hands through Rory's hair. “We have to call the police.” Rory told Leigh about Korith's experience and about Dalen's “game”. She listened, growing more ill with every word Rory spoke. When she realized the police were not an option, she felt helpless.

      Even in Los Angeles, where crime was a way of life and you had to be careful everywhere you went, the police were there to protect and serve. Here in the small community of Breckridge, they protected and served the Hudsons only. She and Dan had chosen to move here to guard their kids and give them a better life. The irony was too difficult for her to absorb at the moment. “Did you see a doctor?” she forced herself to ask.

      Rory nodded. “I went to Planned Parenthood. When the doctor heard what happened she knew it was Dalen. I could tell by the way she acted that she knew it was Dalen.”

      Leigh closed her eyes with pain. Her daughter had been forced to endure it all alone, even the doctor's exam after the rape. “Were you okay?”

      Rory nodded. “I called for results Monday. Everything looked fine, but they want me to come back in six months for another exam and an HIV screening.”

      Leigh blanched when hearing those words. “Umm...when was your last period?” she forced herself to ask. god, if Rory had to endure a pregnancy...

      “I finished it yesterday.” Rory averted her eyes. “They gave me some emergency contraceptive.” Rory felt very close to her mother at that moment, and she wanted her to know that not everything had been bad and painful lately. “If I were pregnant, it wouldn't be Dalen's.” Leigh frowned. “Carson and I...you know...today,” she muttered awkwardly.

      “It sounds crazy, but I'm relieved,” Leigh confided. “I'm sure one of the worst parts of being raped would be recovering from the trauma and having a normal relationship.”

      Rory laughed a little. “If Dalen will leave me alone, I think Carson and I can have a normal relationship.”

      Mouth tight, Leigh stood up. “He’ll leave you alone,” she vowed. “Your father and I will have a discussion with Shuler tonight. That will be the end of all this, I promise you.” She looked down at her daughter. “I promise you something else. Things will be different between us, Rory. We've grown apart, and if I hadn't let that happen you could have told me about this sooner.”

      “I'd like that, Mom,” Rory agreed shakily as they heard a car pull up in front of the house. It wasn't Dan's Cadillac, and Leigh looked out the window.

      “It's Dalen, with Ricky,” she told Rory. “Head upstairs, and I'll send him away. Tonight, we'll talk with his father.”

      Rory bit her lip. “Don’t antagonize him right now, Mom. He's dangerous and none of us are a match for him.”

      Leigh saw the terror on her daughter's face and took her warning seriously. She nodded and Rory ran upstairs as the front door opened.

      “I'm home,” Ricky called as he came into the family room. Dalen was behind him. “Hi, Mom,” he greeted.

      “Hello, Ricky,” she said with a gentle smile. She hadn't grown as far apart from him, but there was damage to be repaired with her son as well. “Dalen,” she greeted coolly. “Rory is upstairs,” she said firmly. “She's been grounded, so I'm afraid you won't be able to see her right now.”

      Dalen plastered on a charming grin. “Ah...please,” he cajoled. “For just a minute? I haven't seen her all day.”

      Leigh struggled not to let her disgust show. It made her ill to stand here talking to him when she wanted to inflict some harm on him. She'd love to see how he liked receiving pain, rather than dispensing it. “I'm afraid not, Dalen. Her grounding will be lifted after she returns to school. You'll have to wait until then to see her. She's also not allowed to have phone calls,” she added.

      Dalen lifted a brow and shrugged. “Okay, Mrs. Abramson,” he conceded. “Please tell her I said hello,” he added. “See you later, Ricky,” he told him before leaving. Leigh waited until he was in the car before fastening the deadbolt on the door.

      Ricky watched her with apparent surprise. Since moving to Breckridge, they rarely locked the doors, and certainly never the deadbolt. “Is everything okay, Mom?” he asked.

      Leigh smiled. “It’s fine, hon. How has school been for you?” She wanted to see if he was as miserable as Rory.

      “It's great,” he enthused. Blushing, Ricky shifted from foot to foot. “I have a date Friday night.”

      Leigh smiled. “That’s great, honey. Who is she?”

      “Her name's Moriah. She's a freshman, and a cheerleader. I think you met her. She came over to see Rory last night with Korith, but Rory was out with Dalen.”

      Leigh could vaguely remember a small girl with dark-red hair, whose eyes shyly followed Ricky everywhere. “Oh yes,” she nodded. “She's very cute. Have a good time, Ricky.” She looked at her son. “Do you need a ride Friday?”

      “Nah, we're going out with a group of people,” he explained. “Thanks though.” Ricky ran upstairs to get started on his homework, and Leigh watched him go. So her son loved Breckridge, and her daughter hated it. She didn't want to force Rory to go back to that school but she didn't want to yank Ricky out since he was so happy.

      Dan's car pulled into the garage, and Leigh waited for him to come in. He swept her into his arms for a passionate kiss, and she realized their relationship had suffered lately as well. How long had it been since they'd made love? Two years ago, they were talking about having another baby and then the success began. “I love you,” she told him fervently.

      “I love you too,” he answered, looking a little bewildered. “What brought that on?”

      “Deep reflections,” Leigh explained. “Come with me to the bedroom,” she said, pulling on his hand.

      “Whoa,” he stuttered. “Shouldn’t we wait until later?”

      Leigh shook her head. “We need to talk,” she explained. Dan followed her upstairs to their bedroom. Leigh waited until he was sitting before she spilled the whole story for him, omitting Rory had slept with Carson. That was something Dan didn't need to know.

      Dan looked stunned. “Honey, I don't mean to be a doubting Thomas,” he said, “But are you sure? Maybe she went farther than she planned to and now feels guilty. Sometimes girls—”

      Leigh glared at him. “How can you think such a thing, Daniel? She's your daughter, and she's always been truthful. She's deathly afraid of Dalen, and I'd say with good reason.” She shook her head. “I can't believe you would say that.”

      Looking uncomfortable, Dan mumbled, “I signed the contract today with Shuler Hudson.”

      “What?” Leigh demanded shrilly. “You agreed to wait for me to look at it too.”

      “You weren't there,” he defended. “You were the one who stayed home to get caught up on stuff today. He'd driven all the way to the city to meet with his attorney. They called me for lunch, and I couldn't just put him off because you weren't there. He wouldn't have understood.”

      Leigh shook her head in disbelief. “So because he drove forty minutes, you couldn't put him off another day? He wouldn't understand waiting for me. Why is that?” Her eyes narrowed. “He has an office in L.A.,” she pointed out coldly. “You were suckered, Daniel.”

      Clearing his throat, Dan responded. “He’s old-fashioned. He doesn't believe women belong in business. If I'd insisted on waiting for you, it would have reflected badly on me and the company.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Er, I'd forgotten Hudson Industries is in L.A.,” Dan admitted with discomfiture.

      “I've been married to you for nineteen years, and I never thought I'd say this, but you're an ass! You cared more about his opinion than mine. Well, you have done some serious damage to your marriage and to your family today, Daniel Abramson. Do you know what this does to Rory now? Dalen Hudson has another weapon to hold over her head, and you just handed it to him on a silver platter.”

      Dan was ashen. “I'm sorry,” he confessed miserably. The phone was ringing, but neither of them answered it. “I made a big mistake, honey, but it shouldn't be a problem. I'll talk to Shuler and ask him to have Dalen back off some. If he's trying to get Rory to fall in love with him, this isn't the way to go about it. I'll point that out to them, and I'm sure Dalen will rein it in. If he truly loves Rory, he won't want to scare her away any farther.”

      Leigh stared at her thick-headed husband. “What we need to tell them is Dalen doesn't have a chance with Rory. He raped her, for god's sake, Dan,” she reminded him. “We need to mention lawsuits and police and bodyguards if the harassment doesn't cease immediately.”

      “I'm still not convinced it was rape,” Dan said firmly. “Let's face it, honey. Rory says she was drugged, but she admitted to you she'd drunk a beer.”

      “To avoid drinking anything he gave her, and she only had a few sips,” Leigh interjected.

      Dan sighed. “She may not have been honest, Leighanne. More than likely, she got so drunk she didn't realize what was happening. She said herself she couldn't remember anything. Who's to say anything happened? That condom could have been left by another couple. Dalen probably just took her upstairs to sleep it off so she wouldn't get in trouble for coming home drunk.”

      Leigh looked at Dan and saw a stranger. “I don't know you like this, Dan. You're more concerned about your deal than your daughter. I can't believe you're making excuses for him. You're shifting the blame to Rory and denying anything even happened. I'm ashamed of you,” she told him.

      There was a knock, and Ricky poked in his head timidly. “Mom, Grandma's on the phone for you. She sounds real upset.”

      “Thanks.” She reached for the extension. “Hi, Mom,” Leigh said into the receiver. “This isn't a good time,” she started to say. “Can I call you—”

      “Leighanne,” her mom said, through a storm of tears. “Your father is in the hospital. He had a heart attack this morning. The doctor doesn't know if he's going to make it.”

      “God,” Leigh said as she sank on the bed. “We'll be on the next flight,” she promised. She got the particulars from her mother and then told Dan about her dad. While he called for tickets and saw to packing, Leigh went downstairs. She found Rory in the family room. “Honey, can I talk to you?” she asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Rory nodded and stood up, following her mom outside to the patio at the back of the house. “What's wrong?” she asked, concerned with her mother's pallor.

      “It's Grandpa,” she whispered. “He's in the hospital, and they don't know if he'll make it. I have to go to him. That means I won't be able to talk to Dalen's father until we get back.”

      Rory's heart fell. “I understand,” she said, hugging her mom. She hadn't seen Leigh's dad since she was six or seven. She had a vague memory of a big guy with a robust laugh, who'd given her Tootsie Rolls when no one was watching. “I hope Grandpa makes it through,” she consoled.

      Leigh nodded, trying to suppress her tears. “Me too, honey. I want you to stay in the house while we're gone. Don't go to school and don't let Dalen in. Maybe you could get Carson or someone to stay over for protection.” She gave Rory a trembling smile. “Of course, since Ricky is in the house, I would expect Carson to sleep in a guest room.”

      Rory nodded. “I know but I'm not going to ask him. I wouldn't want him to get hurt if Dalen does show up. I've been able to reason with Dalen until now. If something comes up I can handle it, Mom,” she assured with what she hoped wasn't too obviously false bravado. “When you get back, we'll settle it once and for all.” She hugged Leigh tighter to her for a long moment and then broke away.

      Leigh and Dan left at eight p.m. for the airport. Their flight took off at nine forty-five and they would arrive in Des Moines in about five hours. Rory watched them go with a heavy heart, feeling more than a little frightened. She'd also sensed a strange tension between her parents. Every time her dad offered support or touched Leigh, she'd jerked away. Dan also had not made eye contact with Rory and that made her sad. Was he ashamed of her for what had happened? If he was, she felt like crying. It didn't matter if the attitude was fair. She just couldn't handle her dad being ashamed of her.
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        * * *

      

      She and Ricky watched a movie before going to bed. She waited until he left for school the next morning before getting in the Mustang and picking up Carson. She filled him in on recent events as they drove to the beach. “Do you still want to be here today?” he asked as she pulled into the public parking area.

      Nodding, Rory grabbed her bag and raised the top. “I don't want to sit home and wonder what's going on.”

      “What if your mom calls?” he asked, taking her hand as they staked out a spot on the still quiet beach.

      Rory pulled a cell phone from her bag. “I forwarded the calls to my cell phone.”

      “You're a naughty girl,” he teased, tweaking her nose. Rory stowed the phone back in the bag, and they ran into the water. It was just a little chilly but still refreshing. It was a bright day in mid-September and the temperature was in the eighties by eleven. They left the beach and drove to a nearby restaurant for lunch. Afterwards they drove back to Breckridge and went to Rory's house. They borrowed the Jacuzzi tub attached to her parents' bedroom and bathed together. Then they made love in Rory's bed before she dropped Carson off at his house.

      She was lying on her bed, studying, when Ricky came home. Leigh had told him not to let anyone in the house while they were gone but Rory wasn't surprised to see Dalen towing behind him when he came thumping up the stairs. She groaned under her breath. “I'm grounded,” she told him sullenly. “I'm not allowed to have visitors and Ricky wasn't supposed to let anyone in the house while Mom and Dad are gone,” she snapped, shooting her little brother a baleful look. He squirmed painfully.

      “It's okay, Rory,” he explained. “Dalen can't stay long anyway. He has to be back at the school for a special practice in forty-five minutes. I don't think Mom and Dad will mind.” He knew his mom would have been angry if she were here, after telling Dalen yesterday she couldn't have visitors, but Dalen was so persuasive he'd ignored his inclinations.

      Rory shrugged. “Let’s go have a snack,” she suggested, herding them out of her room and closing the door behind her. They followed her down the stairs and watched as she opened a can of pineapple rings with the electric can opener. Maria had left earlier in the day, as she usually did on Thursday afternoons, so Ricky and Rory were used to fixing their own snacks those days. “Will you get the cottage cheese from the fridge?” she asked Ricky, trying to sound and act normally.

      He took it from the fridge and slid it across the counter to her. Rory spooned cottage cheese into the hole of the ring and gave everyone a dish. Ricky poured a glass of juice for each of them and they sat at the kitchen table. Dalen watched Rory intently, frowning every so often. After they'd eaten, he looked at his watch. “Time for me to go,” he announced sadly. “Walk me out,” he suggested to Rory, and she knew it was an order.

      She followed him reluctantly to the garage, where he'd parked his Porsche. “I've missed you,” he whispered.

      “Have you?” she asked off-handedly.

      Dalen pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She concentrated on the beautiful things she'd done with Carson and was able to block out what he was doing to her. “There's something different about you today,” he said, studying her. “You're a little sun-burned. What have you been up to?”

      “I sunbathed outside,” she said disinterestedly. “After swimming for a while. I forgot my sunscreen. How odd of you to notice.”

      Dalen laughed. “I notice everything about you. I know everything about you. I know you better than you know yourself.” He kissed the tip of her nose, and Rory giggled. Not at the kiss of course, but at what Dalen didn't know. He seemed pleased. “I could come back tonight after practice,” he suggested.

      Rory took a deep breath. “You can't, Dalen. I'm grounded, and I don't want to get in more trouble. I'll see you when my grounding is over. You shouldn't try to see me until then,” she added. “My brother is pretty cool, but my mom has a way of applying pressure that could crack anyone. If she finds out you were here today, she'll be a little angry. If she finds out you came over at night or kept coming back, I'm going to be in deep, deep trouble.”

      Dalen studied her with narrowed eyes but apparently, he accepted what she was saying. “Okay,” he said regretfully. “I'll miss you,” he added, kissing her again. Rory forced herself to stand there. When he lifted his head, he touched her cheek. “Soon you'll love it when I kiss you,” he promised. “You're going to love me so much you can't live without me.”

      Rory remained stubbornly silent as Dalen got in the Porsche and roared off.

      

      Ricky came home alone after school and Dalen didn't show up. He knocked on her door around seven.

      “Hey, Rory,” he said. “Do I look okay?” he asked bashfully.

      He wore gray slacks and a hunter green button-down shirt. His hair was combed, and he'd gotten a haircut that afternoon. His face was smooth, and he smelled like Dad's cologne. “You look great,” Rory complimented. “Moriah will love it,” she added.

      “Thanks,” he answered. “You want to come with us? I won't tell Mom, I promise.”

      Rory shook her head. “Thanks, but I don't want to risk it. I appreciate the offer though. Who's going to be there?”

      Ricky shrugged. “We’re riding with Dalen and Perry. They should be picking me up soon. We're going to a dance club in L.A.” He bit on his lower lip. “Mom doesn't know about that, so don't say anything, okay?”

      “I won't tell her,” Rory assured him. “Just be careful, okay, Ricky? And don't drink or anything. Promise?”

      “I promise,” he agreed as a horn honked downstairs. “I'll see you later,” he called and took off. Rory watched him go, happy he had found friends here and maybe even a girlfriend but worried also. She didn't like Ricky hanging out with Dalen and his friends.
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      Dalen and Perry were waiting in Dalen's Porsche, and he was pleased when the kid showed up promptly, though he had to battle his natural instinct to get Rory and bring her along.

      Ricky climbed in the back, and they drove to Moriah's house to pick her up. Moriah's parents insisted on meeting everyone, so they had to come in the house. Korith took one look at Dalen and disappeared upstairs. To be perverse, he took her seat on the couch and looked at the coffee table. A pink fluorescent flyer was lying there, announcing Rabid would be performing at the Midnight Club in Los Angeles the following night. His eyes narrowed when he saw Carson's name listed as a member of the band.

      Moriah's parents seemed satisfied, and they piled back into the Porsche, with Ricky and Moriah pressed together in the back. She smiled at him shyly and he smiled back, blushing. Dalen watched them and decided tonight would be a good time to introduce Ricky to the “game”. He wasn't playing anymore, but he could still have fun.
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        * * *

      

      They went to a club that had no restriction of age. At the door, people were stamped with a pink logo that said “Under 21” or a red one that said “Over 21”, depending on what their identification said. Ricky watched as Dalen slipped the door guy a folded hundred and got a red stamp. He frowned and moved closer to Moriah.

      They had a great evening. He and Moriah danced most of the dances, and Ricky was grateful Rory had made him be her practice partner when she took some of her first dance classes. When the group decided to leave a little before eleven, Moriah seemed relieved. “If I miss curfew, my parents will kill me,” she confided to him. “I was worried for a while.”

      Ricky nodded. “I know, but Dalen promised we'd be back in town by eleven-thirty.” They sat in the back seat of the Porsche, legs touching and holding hands. They were deep in conversation when the car stopped. “What's going on?” Moriah asked nervously. It was eleven twenty-eight, and Ricky knew she had to be home at midnight.

      “Oh no big deal,” Dalen answered. “I just wanted to show you guys my new stereo system. We'll have you home by midnight.” Moriah reluctantly got out of the car, following Ricky.

      Dalen led them in the house and up to his room. He showed them a sound system that filled one wall, then showed them the cleverly hidden speakers. While he was giving them a detailed tour, Perry slipped downstairs and came back shortly with a tray of drinks. “Beer,” he said, handing one to Dalen and taking one for himself. “Grape juice,” he informed Ricky and Moriah. “You guys are too young to drink.”

      Ricky and Moriah sipped the juice as Dalen finished showing them the features. “You should have your dad buy you one, Ricky,” he was saying. “They're real babe magnets.”

      Ricky laughed uncomfortably. “Uh...yeah,” he said inanely and looked at Moriah. He saw the clock on the wall. “We have twenty minutes to get Moriah home,” he pointed out, setting down his grape juice. Moriah put hers beside his, still about half-full.

      When she stood up, she stumbled against Ricky and he caught her. “What's going on, Ricky?” she asked in a strange voice.

      Ricky looked at her. “Moriah, are you okay?” He shook her. “Moriah?” he asked. Looking at Dalen and Perry, he said. “She’s sick or something. I think we should call her parents.”

      Perry laughed. “She’s not sick, Ricky. She's just getting ready for you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ricky asked, confused.

      Dalen rolled his eyes and walked forward. “It's all part of the game, Rick. If you're going to hang with us, you have to play the game.”

      “What's the game?” Ricky asked suspiciously as he continued to hold Moriah against him. She was out cold.

      Perry launched into an explanation. “We drug girls and score with them. Whoever has the most scores by the end of their senior year is the winner. Dalen came up with the game, but this is our last year. It's time to pass the torch. She's your first score. Just don't forget to keep track,” he warned. “I'm up to eight,” Perry bragged, rubbing his hands together gleefully.

      Dalen laughed and shoved Perry playfully. “That’s pathetic, man. Before I stopped playing, I was up to twenty-two.”

      Perry shook his head. “But you can't count the girls that aren't at our high school, or the ones you dated afterwards.”

      Dalen scrunched his face, thinking. “You’re right. Okay...seventeen.”

      Ricky curled his lip. “That’s disgusting,” he pronounced. “I think you should take us back to Moriah's house now. I'll deal with her parents.” He lifted Moriah into his arms and glared at Dalen and Perry.

      “What a wimp,” Perry scathed. “Well, no sense wasting one though. I'll take her for my score.”

      Ricky's face turned beet red. “I don't think so,” he said evenly. Turning to Dalen, he said. “Take us home, Dalen.”

      Dalen studied Ricky, seeing for the first time a strength of character he hadn't given him credit for. The kid was willing to risk getting his ass kicked to protect the girl he liked. It reminded him of someone, but he couldn't think whom. If Ricky didn't want to play the game, that was fine. He was still worthy of being Dalen's friend because he was willing to stand up for what he believed in. “Okay,” Dalen complied, digging the keys out of his pocket. “Let's go,” he suggested. Turning to Perry, he said firmly, “You stay here. Ricky will feel more comfortable that way. You know you have to score yourself, not steal from someone else.”

      Ricky followed Dalen down the stairs, awkwardly carrying Moriah. He climbed into the front seat of the Porsche, holding her on his lap. It was eleven-fifty and her parents would expect her home soon. He sat in frozen silence as Dalen spoke to him. “It's okay if you don't want to play the game,” Dalen assured him. “I misjudged you in that respect. I should have realized you wouldn't be in to that kind of thing. Don't worry, Ricky my man, we're still friends.”

      When they pulled up in front of Moriah's house, Dalen opened the door for him. “I'll see you after the game tomorrow night,” Dalen said. “Don't forget the victory party.” Ricky glared at him and walked down the sidewalk. Dalen got in the Porsche and roared away as Ricky rang the bell.

      Dottie opened the door and gasped when she saw Moriah cradled in Ricky's arms. He pushed past her and laid Moriah on the couch. Thomas came down the stairs in pajamas and a robe. “What's going on?” he thundered. “Has she been drinking?” He looked at Ricky. “Have you been drinking?”

      Ricky shook his head and launched into an explanation of what had happened. He told them about the game, and they looked skeptical.

      Thomas shook his head. “I just can't believe you, Rick,” he said forcefully. “Dalen's too fine a young man for such shenanigans. I want you out of my house, and I don't want you to see Moriah again.”

      Ricky jumped to his feet. “That’s not fair,” he protested. “I'm telling you the truth.” He continued to plead his case as Thomas herded him to the door. “I'm telling you, it's Dalen and Perry you can't trust!” he shouted as Thomas opened the front door.

      “It's true, Uncle Thomas,” Korith said quietly, standing behind him. “Everyone at school knows about Dalen's game. He's been playing it for four years.”

      Thomas whirled around and looked at his niece in disbelief.

      “He's not the god everyone thinks he is,” Korith said bitterly. “Don't punish Ricky for what he's done. It sounds to me like Ricky protected Moriah tonight.”

      Dottie came to stand by Thomas, taking his arm. Thomas closed the door, and Ricky stood there uncertainly. “I'm sorry,” Thomas said slowly, as if choking. “It's just so hard to believe—”

      “I know,” Ricky agreed. “I can't believe it either. He seems like such a great guy.” Ricky stayed with the Kelleys until Moriah woke up an hour later. She was frightened at first and a bit confused, but she threw herself into Ricky's arms and sobbed all over him. “It's okay,” he soothed. “Nothing else will happen,” he promised her.

      “I think we should call the police,” Dottie interjected. “They can't just get away with this.”

      Korith shook her head. “Dalen's uncle is the chief. Everyone who has filed a report got in trouble themselves and he never even gets a tongue-lashing. This one girl even had to take a blood test and they found pot in her blood, plus supposedly, she'd been drinking. She was told the charges against her would never materialize if she withdrew her complaint. I know this girl, and there was no way she was drinking or using pot.”

      Thomas and Dottie sat in silence. “He shouldn't be allowed to get away with it,” Dottie whispered. Then she looked at Thomas. “But we both work for Hudson Industries...” They hung their heads in shame. Dalen had gotten off again, but at least this time the girl wasn't raped.
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        * * *

      

      When Ricky came home later after Korith dropped him off Rory was sleeping soundly. He wanted to confide in her and warn her about her boyfriend but he could do that tomorrow. He was having brunch with the Kelleys and he might take Moriah out for a movie later but he would have time to talk to Rory after that. After all, she was grounded and wouldn't be going anywhere.
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      When Rory woke up the next morning, it was late. Ricky had left a note saying he was having brunch with Moriah and her family and would be back later in the evening. The last sentence said. “I need to talk to you.” Rory munched on a bagel then took a swim. Afterwards, she watched a movie and hopped in a hot shower. Tonight was Carson's band's first gig and she wanted to look extra special for him. After getting out of the shower, Rory freshened her nail polish and blow-dried her hair. The heat caused the curly mass to explode and she left it free.

      Rory examined all the clothes in her closet before choosing a pair of capri pants with sequins at the knees. She put on a matching button down top that left her navel bare in the same shade of moss green. She took extra care with her make-up and slipped the lipstick into her pocket. She planned to do a lot of kissing tonight, she thought with a giggle.

      After slipping on silver sandals, Rory ran down the stairs and scribbled a note for Ricky, telling him she'd be back late. She was heading for the door when the phone rang. “Hello,” she answered breathlessly.

      “Hi, Rory,” Leigh said, sounding unbearably sad. “My dad passed away this morning.” Rory could hear her mom sobbing and it took her a moment to regain enough control to speak. “The funeral is Tuesday morning, we think. Dad and I should be back by next Friday. I hate to leave Mom alone so soon after—” she broke off.

      “I'm so sorry, mom,” Rory whispered. “Is there something I can do?”

      “Just keep an eye on everything,” Leigh answered. “Watch yourself, darling.”

      “I will, Mom,” Rory promised. “You take care too.”

      After her mom hung up, Rory collapsed at the breakfast bar. Her poor mother. It just wasn't fair. It wasn't fair to her either, for that matter. Now she had to spend another week juggling Dalen. At least she wasn't returning to school on Tuesday though. Leigh had promised to call Ms. Pryce and explain about her father, excusing Rory's absence.

      Finally, Rory went out to the garage and started the Mustang. She drove to Carson's house and parked behind a large van and two other cars, then ran up the stairs and knocked. When Carson opened the door he swept her into his arms and kissed her. “That's nice,” she whispered. “I could get used to that.”

      “Me too,” he said with a huge grin. He hadn't shaved yet and his cheek was rough with stubble. He wore tight black jeans and a dark green T-shirt. He looked sexy and she wanted to skip going out and just stay in. “Come meet the band,” he said, taking her hand and leading her into the apartment.

      There were four guys scattered throughout the apartment. Korith lay on the bed next to a cute guy with long black hair. They were holding hands and whispering over a sheet of music. Carson started the introductions with him. “This is Jon.” Jon nodded without looking up.

      He moved to a guy sitting in front of the drums. He was short and chubby with stringy blonde hair, a mustache, and goatee that hung to his chest. “This is Charlie, our drummer. He goes to UCLA.”

      “This is Tim,” he introduced a sullen-looking guy with dark brown hair and strange pale eyes. He frowned up at them, his eyes clearing slowly before he smiled, changing his whole face. “Hey, great to meet you,” he said before returning his attention to the keyboard.

      Carson hugged her closer to him affectionately and led her into the kitchen where a handsome black guy was eating a hoagie. “This is Tyrell. Now personally I think he's ashamed of us white boys and the music we make, but he sure is a sweet addition.” Tyrell raised the sandwich in a salute as he finished the bite he was chomping on. “Tyrell teaches music at Breckridge Elementary. For some odd reason, he likes living in this town and chose to return here after college.”

      Tyrell wiped his hands off with a napkin and extended one. “Hello, Rory,” he said. “We've heard so much about you,” he added with a teasing look at Carson. “It's nice to meet the sun and moon finally.” Rory blushed, and laughed with him as she shook his hand.

      Rory sat by Carson on the floor as he went through sets with the rest of the group. Korith waved her over in between a song and told her about last night's events. Rory was shocked but also very proud of her little brother. He'd stood up to Dalen and protected Moriah. “How is she today?” Rory asked.

      “She's fine,” Korith shared. “She felt a little tired this morning but nothing major. When she remembered we were supposed to have brunch with Ricky, she was raring to go. They might be coming with us if they get back in time from the movie.”

      At six o'clock the guys loaded the instruments into the van and went over some last-minute details. Ricky and Moriah arrived at six-twenty and they piled into the back of Jon's van. Korith sat in the front seat beside him, and Carson held Rory against him. The seats had been removed and the bottom of the van was covered with old mattresses and mats were stapled against the walls. It was surprisingly comfortable and everyone could squeeze in.

      Rory got better acquainted with Tyrell, who'd been a senior when Dalen and Carson were freshman. He'd graduated from college in three years and came back to Breckridge. He had nothing but bad things to say about Dalen, and Ricky echoed his sentiments. Moriah squeezed closer to Ricky and told them what had happened to her last night. Ricky filled in the missing details from Dalen's house to Moriah's.

      Rory didn't say anything, but she cuddled against Carson, trying not to be afraid. The more she heard about Dalen, the more she became convinced he was invincible. Nothing could take him down, so why keep fighting it? It would be easier if she just gave in. Carson coughed and shifted a little, and she was reminded of one good reason to resist Dalen.

      At the club, the band disappeared backstage while Rory, Korith, Moriah, and Ricky took a table. Their IDs were examined by a bouncer, who gave them all a green stamp of an unsmiling face. They watched the group perform and at intermission Carson and Jon came out to the table. When the break was over, they returned to the stage to finish. There was about an hour left.
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        * * *

      

      Dalen scanned the party for Ricky or better yet, Rory. He'd been here for over an hour and still hadn't seen either one of them. He knew Rory was grounded, but he'd expected her to ditch for the party. After all, he'd scored five touchdowns himself this afternoon, and the team had gotten eight total. They'd beaten the other team 43-12.

      Mingling, Dalen asked people if they'd seen Ricky or Rory. He started asking if anyone had seen Moriah either. She hadn't come to the game to cheer, and Jeri was so pissed she'd dropped her right there. Amber had been moved up from auxiliary to take her place. When no one reported seeing any of the three, Dalen decided to drive to Rory’s house.

      He made it over to the Abramson place in just under twenty minutes. The lights were out but he knocked anyway. He waited five minutes, but no one came to the door. Dalen was furious and wracked his brain, trying to think where they might be. He drove to Moriah's house, but before he'd even gotten out, he saw Rory's car parked in front of Carson's house. Dalen got out of the car and ran up the stairs, pounding on the door. There was no answer, and he beat so hard his hand started hurting.

      “They aren't there,” a voice called up to him.

      Dalen looked down to see a thin woman in a nurse's uniform. He thought it was Carson's mom.

      “They've gone to L.A. for a gig. I don't know where.”

      “Thanks,” Dalen said. “I do,” he added in a steely voice. He ran to the Porsche and sped through the town. He passed an officer in a patrol car, who flipped on his lights. Once he realized who was in the car, he shut them off and waved at Dalen to continue.

      Dalen merged onto the freeway and drove recklessly. If an officer stopped him now, he couldn't avoid a ticket but he didn't have much time to waste. He had to get to Rory. Who knew what she was doing with Carson?
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        * * *

      

      When the band finished up, they were roundly applauded, and Rory's friends from L.A. drifted over to their table. They talked for a few minutes, meeting Carson and the band before leaving. There was a party at a friend of a friend's and everyone was invited. Rory put the idea to Carson and the rest of the band and they agreed.

      They swarmed out of the club in a group, heading for the van. “Shit,” Charlie muttered. “I forgot to get the drums. Can you guys give me a hand loading them?” Tyrell and Tim followed him back inside.

      Jon and Korith were standing a few feet away, and they went back inside to help Charlie. Carson stayed with Ricky and the girls. He had his arm around Rory, kissing on her neck, when they heard tires screech.

      Rory looked up and saw Dalen leap from the car. “Oh no,” she cried. “Ricky, go call the police,” she told her brother.

      He looked confused. “Why, Rory? He's not going to hurt Moriah again.”

      “No offense, but it's not Moriah we're worried about,” Carson told him. “Get the guys please, Ricky. No matter what happens, stay out of it, okay? You'll end up getting hurt otherwise.”

      “Rory,” Dalen screamed furiously as he rushed to them. Carson was still holding Rory as he came towards them. Rory tried to edge away, but Carson tightened his hold, squeezing her hip gently. “What are you doing here, Rory? With him,” Dalen turned angry eyes on Carson. “Get in the car,” he ordered Rory.

      Rory shook her head. “I'm not going anywhere with you, Dalen.” She was trembling inside. “Just go away,” she screamed at him. Several people turned to watch but no one stepped forward to help.

      Dalen was shaking, and sweat poured from him. “Come on, Carson,” he bit out. “I'm going to kill you, man. How dare you put your hands on my girlfriend?”

      “She's not your girlfriend,” Carson challenged, stepping forward. “She's my girlfriend, Dalen.” He glanced at her. “Well, I'm hoping she is,” he added. When Rory nodded tremulously, he told Dalen forcefully, “She wants to be with me, not you. Get lost.”

      Dalen roared and took a swing at Carson. Carson ducked and kicked him in the knee. Dalen stumbled and fell, knocking Carson to the pavement underneath him. He pounded his fists into Carson's body repeatedly. Then Dalen stood up and started kicking him in the ribs.

      Jon came running with the others not far behind. He slugged Dalen in the back, but Dalen didn't really notice. It took him a minute to react. He turned around and examined Jon. “What's your problem?” he asked calmly.

      “You're beating my friend and harassing his girl,” Jon answered. “I'm not even going to go into what you did to my girl right now. She doesn't want the whole world to know.” Dalen looked over Jon's shoulder and saw Korith glaring at him. He also saw the other three guys on Jon's left.

      “This is no longer a fair fight,” he said evenly. “I guess I'll have to even the odds.” Dalen pulled a gun out of his jacket pocket. “Anyone still want to play?” he asked waving it around. Jon and the others froze. “I didn't think so,” Dalen bit out.

      He returned his attention to Carson. Dalen didn't turn his back on the other men but instead stepped backwards. Carson was curled in a ball, moaning, and Rory was bent down beside him. “Rory, come with me now,” he said softly.

      She shook her head, holding onto Carson's shoulder. “I'm not going with you,” she answered. Dalen kicked Carson in the back, and he cried out.

      “Don't go,” he whispered to Rory. “Not safe,” he pushed out when Dalen's shoe connected with his knee. “Love you,” he told Rory as Dalen kicked him in the head and he passed out.

      Dalen crouched down beside Carson and Rory. “I told you the next time he got in our way, I'd kill him,” he reminded her in a conversational tone. Dalen leveled the gun against Carson's temple, and several people screamed. The band surged forward, but Dalen turned the gun towards them and fired. No one was shot, but it caused them to freeze. “He'll never get in my way again,” Dalen vowed and returned the gun to Carson.

      Rory bit her lip, gathered her courage, and touched Dalen on the arm. “You don't have to do this,” she said calmly. “He won't come between us again.”

      Dalen looked at her but didn't move the gun.

      “I'll come with you right now, wherever you want. Just please don't kill him. There's no reason to.” Tears were shimmering in her eyes and Dalen paused.

      He stood up and jerked her against him. “Tell him you never want to see him again,” he ordered. It didn't matter if Carson couldn't hear her. Dalen needed to hear her say it.

      Rory nodded, trying to bend down beside Carson, but Dalen wouldn't let go of her. “I never want to see you again,” she forced out through sobs as tears blurred her eyes. Dalen dragged her to the car and shoved her in, but her eyes never left Carson's still form. If he died, she'd never forgive herself.
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      Dalen gunned the engine and peeled rubber as he left the club, merging with traffic. Rory could hear sirens behind them and prayed a cop would stop Dalen, but they made it to the freeway entrance without a problem. Rory sat quietly as Dalen sped back to Breckridge, afraid of pricking his temper again.

      He took a deep breath every now and then, as if trying to calm down, but was otherwise silent. When he exited the freeway, and they were back in Breckridge, he finally said, “You won't ever do anything like this again, Rory.” His tone brooked no argument.

      He drove straight to his house and parked the Porsche in a six-bay garage. Dalen came around to the passenger side and pulled Rory out with him. Rory tried to keep up as he dragged her into the house and through several rooms. His dad was sitting in the den, reading a novel and sipping from a snifter. He looked up when they came barreling through. “What's going on, son?” he asked.

      Dalen stopped. “Not much,” he replied, keeping a tight grip on Rory's hand. “This is Rory,” he introduced her to his father as if there was something normal about this situation. “Rory, this is my dad.”

      “Well it's about time you two worked things out,” Shuler announced, sounding very pleased. “It's good to meet you, Rory. I've heard good things about you.” He looked her up and down thoroughly. “I knew Dalen could do it.”

      “Do what?” she asked shakily. It was like a bad dream. They appeared normal, but it was only a matter of time until Dalen or Shuler removed their mask to reveal hideous alien countenances.

      “Tame you,” Shuler answered. “He's a ladies' man, just like his dear old dad.”

      “I'll never be in your league, Dad,” Dalen jested. “Well, we'll see you later.”

      Shuler nodded and returned to his novel, either ignoring or completely missing the outraged look on Rory's face. “Have a good night,” he wished them as they continued through the den and up the stairs. Dalen pulled her into a suite hidden behind swinging French doors.

      Rory looked around, trying to pretend she was anywhere except Dalen's room. It was sumptuously decorated in navy and gray, with little touches of white for accent. A huge bed dominated the center of the room and another wall was completely engulfed by stereo equipment. Dalen put in a CD and soft romantic music filled the room. Rory hugged herself as he walked back toward her, praying for a timely rescue to save her from the dragon.

      “Sit down,” he invited, pulling her with him to the bed. Rory plopped down and was relieved to find the mattress firm. She didn't want to be on another waterbed with Dalen.

      “Rory.” He sighed. “Why do you keep fighting our feelings? Are you playing games with me? How does Carson figure into all this?”

      Rory didn't know whether to be honest or to pander to his ego. She decided honesty was always the best policy. “I don't have any feelings for you,” she whispered, thinking except loathing and fear. “I love someone else,” she added, afraid to say Carson's name. Oh god, how was Carson?

      Dalen shook his head. “So, you think you love Carson?” he inferred, sounding amused rather than angry. “He can't offer you anything, Rory. He has no money, no future, and if he continues to interfere,” Dalen leaned closer, and planted a kiss on her ear, “He’ll have no life.” He put an arm around her and pulled her closer. “You don't love Carson,” he contradicted. “You feel safe with him, and that's not the same. You have to feel a spark of something else, Rory. Love requires highs and lows, fear and security, joy and pain. I can offer you all of that, but you're frightened.”

      Rory shook her head and stared into his mad, mad eyes. No, he wasn't really mad, she reminded himself. He just had more power than any one person had a right to, and he wasn't afraid to abuse it. “I don't want those things,” she told him. It seemed easier to say that than to tell him what love really was. “I don't want this.” She waved her hands around the luxurious room. “And I don't want you.”

      Dalen was looking angry again. “You already have it all,” he corrected. “You have my heart, and I will have yours. Now here's a fact: You're going to stay with me. Would you like to hear why?” Rory nodded reluctantly. “Because if you don't, I'll kill your family, and I'll kill Carson. It will be easy, really. I'll have someone blow up their house while they sleep.” Dalen snapped his fingers. “There goes Dad, Mom, and little brother. Then I'll take care of Carson personally. I'll beat him to death with my bare hands, and I'll enjoy every minute.” The blue in his eyes sparkled a dark black shade.

      Rory turned white. “You can't do these things, Dalen. You can't always have what you want.”

      He laughed. “Maybe that will be true for something some day but not with you, my love. You belong to me, forever. You'll never lose me. You can run and you can hide, but I'll always find you.” If it hadn't been such a scary moment, Rory might have wondered if he'd memorized a script somewhere. “Oh and when I catch you, Rory, you'll never get away again. I'd rather have you dead then let you live without me.”

      He was serious, and Rory trembled. “What do you want?”

      Dalen gently laid her back on the bed. “Everything,” he replied and kissed her. “I want you by my side every day and in my bed every night.” He started unbuttoning Rory's shirt, and she squeezed her eyes shut, knowing no escape was available to her. “Give me that, and I'll give you everything you want,” he promised.

      Rory nodded. “Fine,” she said in defeat. “I want you to leave my friends and family alone. I want you to promise me you'll never lay a hand on Carson again.”

      Dalen slipped the shirt off. “You have my word,” he agreed. “As long as you keep your promise to me, I'll leave your family and friends alone. If I ever see you with Carson again, I'll kill him and I'm deadly serious.” As he spoke, Dalen removed her bra and touched her breasts, as if the conversation wasn't anything important.

      Rory closed her eyes as Dalen removed her clothes. When she laid naked, he touched her everywhere, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. She was trembling when he drew away from her and took off his clothes. She laid passively in his arms when he returned to her. He kissed her, and she didn't fight him, but she couldn't respond either.

      He whispered, “One day you'll come to enjoy this. You'll beg for me to make love to you. It's just scary since you've never done this before.”

      Had he conveniently forgotten he'd raped her, stealing her virginity?

      Dalen took possession of her body, and Rory's mind slipped away to her time with Carson. She pretended she was back in his arms as Dalen satisfied himself with her. “You have no idea how much I love being your first lover,” Dalen told her as sweat glistened on his brow. Rory felt tears slip down her cheeks when he added, “Your only lover,” but couldn't find the energy to wipe them away. When Dalen was finished, he went into the bathroom for a few minutes before returning.

      “I'd like to take a bath,” Rory whispered. Dalen waved to the bathroom, and she stood up. She closed the door behind her, but there was no lock. Rory ran a tub of the hottest water she could stand and laid in it.

      Dalen came in without knocking. “I found a shirt you can borrow,” he said. “Tomorrow, we'll move your things over here.”

      Rory didn't answer and he left after staring at her for a minute. She stared up at the gold-flecked ceiling tile. An eternity of this stretched before her with no escape. She was effectively Dalen's prisoner, and there wasn't a thing she could do about it. The only immediate means of escape was suicide, and she didn't even consider that. She had too much to live for if she could get away from Dalen. Maybe at some point in the future, if she was still with him, it might be an option but right now, it wasn't. If she could make it through the next week, surely her parents could get her out of here. It might mean moving or hiring an army of bodyguards, but they would do something. Her mom wouldn't leave her. Just one more week as his prisoner.

      Finally, Rory rose from the bath and dried off. She hadn't washed her hair, but some tendrils were damp, so she used Dalen's hairdryer. Then she slipped on the cotton pajama top he'd left for her. It was soft and well worn ,with Dalen's scent clinging permanently to the material. It made her ill to wear it, but she wasn't going to sleep in that bed with him wearing nothing.

      When Rory walked into the bedroom, Dalen was sprawled on his stomach across the bed, sleeping peacefully. Her gaze locked on the door, and she took a step in that direction but couldn't make herself go out in the hallway in Dalen's pajama top. She walked across the room and opened the other door. It was full of trophies, boxes, momentous, old posters, and photos but there was no bed. Rory closed the door and ran right into Dalen. “What are you looking for?” he asked.

      “Somewhere to sleep,” she whispered. “You looked so peaceful I didn't want to wake you.”

      “I'm awake now,” he pointed out, and she followed him back to the bed. She crawled in, hovering near the edge, but Dalen pulled her into his arms. He was soon asleep, but she couldn't get comfortable. Being held in his arms was strange enough, and Rory wasn't used to sleeping with other people. She'd only slept with Carson once for a nap.

      Rory scooted over a little to get some room, and he followed her in his sleep. Every time she moved, he brought her back. Even in his sleep, he couldn't let go of her for long. Finally, she was so exhausted, and she fell into a dreamless abyss.

      It was early the next morning when Dalen shook her awake. “Rory, I have to go for a while,” he told her. “Avriella will be here if you need anything. Don't go anywhere without me, okay?” he said tenderly, but she heard the threat underneath.

      “Okay,” she agreed sleepily, wishing he would leave her alone so she could escape back into the land of dreams.

      “It was wonderful waking up beside you,” he whispered. “I love you, Rory.” She didn't answer and he sighed. “And I need you to love me too,” he added as he rose, seeming unaware of what he revealed. Rory didn't hear him as she'd already fallen back asleep. He left her reluctantly, afraid that she would be gone when he returned.

      Rory woke again later in the morning to find all her clothes hanging in the closet by Dalen's and all her under things put away in drawers. He'd left her a note telling her where she could find everything and signed it “Love, Dalen”. She balled it up and threw it. It sailed into a high arc and hit the floor three inches away.

      She got out of the bed and threw off his shirt. Then she dressed in skinny jeans and a short-sleeved white knit shirt with a scooped neck. Rory's eyes fell on the phone, and she lifted the receiver. There was a dial tone, and she tapped out Korith's number. She answered on the second ring. “Korith, it's Rory,” she whispered. “I don't know how much time I have,” she cautioned. “I don't know where Dalen is.”

      “Are you okay?” Korith asked shrilly. “We were so worried he'd hurt you. What happened last night?”

      “He brought me back to his house,” Rory answered. “We struck a bargain. If I stay with him, he'll leave my friends and family alone. He promised not to hurt Carson anymore either. How is Carson?”

      “The doctor wants him to stay in the hospital for a few days,” Korith explained. “He nearly died, Rory. The cops questioned Dalen this morning in L.A. His dad took him in with a high-priced attorney. As far as I know, they didn't file any charges against him.”

      “Will Carson be okay?” she whispered.

      “Yes,” Korith responded. “He's pretty banged up with some broken ribs, bruises, and cuts. He has a concussion, and they put a cast on his knee. I think the kneecap is fractured. His doctor told him he should be out by Friday or Saturday at the latest.”

      “Can you give him a message?” Rory asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Tell him I love him, but he has to stay away from me. I can't see him right now. I'd love to come to the hospital and be with him, but it's too dangerous.” Rory took a deep breath. “Please tell him I want to be with him, but I have to think of the greater good right now. Can you remember all that?” Rory inquired.

      “I'm writing it down,” Korith informed her, and Rory could hear the scratch of pen against paper. “Are you sure about this, Rory?”

      Rory heard someone coming up the stairs. “I have to go, Korith. Someone's coming. Take care,” she added and hung up the phone. Rory hopped to her feet and ran to the dressing table. Her brush and other toiletries were lined up neatly, and she raked the brush through her hair as Dalen came in the room. He looked tired and a little rumpled. It was the first time he'd appeared even halfway human to her.

      “Hi, baby,” he said, coming to her for a kiss. Rory stood in his embrace, still clutching the brush. “I missed you,” he confided. “Lunch will be ready in twenty minutes.”

      “Doesn't your dad mind me staying here?” Rory asked desperately, grasping at straws.

      Dalen frowned. “Why should he? His girlfriend lives here too.”

      “But you're only seventeen,” she responded.

      “I'm eighteen,” he corrected. “Besides, my dad doesn't really care what I do. He knows I can take care of myself.”

      That avenue of escape was closed to her, and she sagged with defeat. Dalen mistakenly thought she was hugging him, and his arms folded her closer to his hard body. “I wish lunch was going to be later,” he said with a sigh as he buried his head in her hair. “Oh well,” he loosened his hold. “Later.”

      “Dalen, you aren't going to tell people I'm living with you, are you?” Rory asked frantically. “I don't want people to think I'm a slut.”

      “No one will think you're a slut. Most of the girls will be green with envy.” Dalen led her downstairs to meet Avriella.

      Avriella couldn't have been much older than Rory, and it made her sick to watch the other girl fawn all over Shuler. Within ten minutes, Avriella was offering to take her shopping and planning all sorts of “girl” activities. “I've always wanted a daughter,” she said wistfully, shooting Shuler a look. “Of course, Dalen's a wonderful boy. I wouldn't mind having him...for a son,” she added. Rory picked up a yucky vibe between Avriella and Dalen, as she remembered Dalen telling her he wouldn't sleep with Avriella anymore.

      “Well, I've always wanted a younger sister,” Rory said blandly, and Dalen cracked a smile. Lunch was drawn out and filled with stilted conversation. Afterward, Rory went to a phone and started dialing.

      “Who are you calling?” Dalen asked, sitting beside her on the couch.

      “Mom,” Rory answered shortly. “My grandpa died yesterday. I was going to check on her.” She finished dialing her grandmother's number. She spent a few minutes talking to her grandmother, who still seemed pretty shaken up. Then Leigh came on, and they discussed the funeral.

      “We'll be back Saturday instead,” Leigh filled her in. “The funeral won't be until Wednesday, and we can't get a flight out until Saturday morning.”

      “Okay,” Rory said glumly. “Did you speak with Ms. Pryce?” Dalen frowned as he twirled a lock of her hair around his fingers.

      “Yes, she knows you won't be back in school until next Monday.” Leigh sniffled. “She was fine with that.”

      “I think I'll go back to school Tuesday instead, Mom,” Rory said. “I don't think it's a good idea for me to miss that many more classes. Plus, I still have three tests to make up.” No way was she going to stay in the mansion all those days alone, and she didn't want Dalen deciding to stay home and keep her company.

      Rory could hear the frown in her voice. “Are you sure that's a good idea? I thought we decided you wouldn't...”

      “I have to go, Mom,” Rory interrupted. “I'll see you Saturday.” Rory hung up quickly. She'd heard someone either pick up or put down the extension, and she didn't want them to hear anything they shouldn't.

      Rory dialed her home number, and Ricky answered. “Hey, Ricky,” she said brightly.

      “Where are you?” he demanded frantically. “When I woke up, you weren't here and all your clothes are gone.”

      “I'm not going to be home for a while,” Rory answered vaguely. “Don't say anything to Mom or Dad if they call you. I'll talk to them on Saturday. They can find me at Dalen's.”

      “What are you doing there?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Hanging out,” she answered sarcastically. “Look, just do this for me okay, Ricky?”

      “Are you in trouble?” Ricky forced himself to ask. “Do you want me to come over?”

      “Lots of it,” she answered. “And no, I don't. I'll see you at school. Bye, Ricky,” she rang off. There was a look in Dalen's eye she didn't like as he led her upstairs. He pushed her on the bed, and she blocked out what was happening to her, concentrating on Carson and how much she loved him as Dalen used her body to satisfy his lust. She hoped he could accept what she'd been forced to do if she was ever able to return to him.
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      Carson was in and out of consciousness until Monday. When he was alert and found out he had to stay in the hospital until at least Thursday, he protested and tried to sign himself out. Since he wasn't eighteen yet they wouldn't allow him to. He was seething when Korith came to visit him. He only got angrier as she relayed Rory's message. “Dammit,” he swore. “She's made herself the sacrificial lamb to save us all. She's crazy, Korith.”

      “She's been backed into a corner,” she pointed out. “When she left with him Friday, it was to save your life. She's staying with him to save all of us. I guess he threatened to harm everyone she loves if she doesn't fall in line.”

      “Rory's living with him?” Carson asked with disbelief, trying to ignore his pounding headache and aching body. “How is it she's been forced into that? For god's sake, it's a new millennium. I thought the days of slavery were over.”

      “I guess no one told the Hudsons,” Korith commented cynically. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit,” he answered honestly. “But I'll be ready to get out of here Thursday night if it kills me. Tell Rory to find some reason to stay home from school on Friday. I have to see her.”

      “She's going to refuse,” Korith cautioned.

      Carson smiled crookedly. “Tell her to trust me. I have a plan. Could you or Jon have Charlie come see me? I need to talk to him.”

      Korith looked unsure. “I don't know, Carson. If your plan involves Charlie it could be bad.”

      “It doesn't,” he assured her. “I just need him to do one thing for me before I get out of here.” Korith gave in and agreed to call him. She left shortly afterward, and Carson went back to silent misery.

      When his mom came to visit him that afternoon, he had just been given some really cool painkiller that made most of his aches go away and left him feeling a little floaty. “Mom,” he whispered. “Don't you have to work?”

      “I took the day off,” she answered. “I have to tell you something, Carson.” Evie took a deep breath. “It's my fault you’re here. I told Dalen you and Rory were at a club in L.A.”

      “Why would you do that?” he asked in a distant voice. He was having trouble wrapping his mind around what she was saying.

      “Because you were with his girlfriend. Carson, and you need to learn that you can't always fight the world, especially people like the Hudsons. You shouldn't have been with that girl, and I just wanted you to understand you have to give in at times. I didn't expect you to end up in the hospital.” Evie grasped his hand.

      Carson pulled away. “She’s not his girlfriend, Mom. She hates him, and she loves me. You didn't teach me anything except you're a coward and afraid of the world. I'd gladly face Dalen again if it meant I could spend even one more minute with her.” He tried to focus on his mother and saw tears in her eyes. Or were they in his eyes? He couldn't decide. “You know where the door is,” he said harshly and watched her leave. The drugs kicked in and he slept deeply.
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      Rory was relieved to start school again on Tuesday. She felt like everyone watched every move she made and reported back to Dalen. She was careful who she talked to and what she discussed but at least she wasn't stuck in Dalen's home. The atmosphere in that mansion was as stifling as that in a tomb. She felt dead in that house and in his arms.

      She was called in to Ms. Pryce's office during fifth period and sat in the same yellow armchair. Ms. Pryce looked a little ruffled today. “Rory,” she greeted coolly.

      “Ms. Pryce,” she said very politely. “Have I done something else to be suspended for?”

      “As a matter of fact, we at Breckridge Academy frown on serious relationships among students, but there's nothing I can do as your principal.” Ms. Pryce fidgeted with a pen. “However, I called you in to see me because I've heard some disturbing rumors. I'd like you to tell me what happened this weekend and explain how Carson Winslow ended up in the hospital.”

      Rory smiled coldly. “You don't really care, so I'm not going to get into it. It all comes down to Dalen and his inability to accept the word no. Maybe if he'd heard it once in awhile as a child...” Rory trailed off and glared at Dalen's mother.

      “I agree with you,” she surprised Rory by saying. “I did try, Rory, whether you believe that or not. His father didn't believe in denying him anything, however. Plus, Dalen was always...difficult. He was a hard little boy to love. He cried for attention from the day he was born. I tried to keep him from being spoiled by not holding him all the time, but that didn't work. He clung to me constantly, until his father broke him of the habit. Dalen followed me everywhere and was very possessive. I had a hard time dealing with him. I tried to teach him to be more self-sufficient by withholding affection, but that didn't work either. I finally got so tired of the situation and trying to battle his father that I left.”

      “Does Dalen know you left because of him?” Rory asked, shocked.

      She shrugged. “I imagine Shuler has told him by now. So, you see he's always been like this. It isn't safe to love him. He'll latch on to you and drain the life from you. Get out of the relationship while you can, Rory.”

      Rory stared at the woman across from her. “Did you ever think maybe you didn't show him enough love as a baby and toddler? If you'd met his needs and been there for him, he might have been more secure and less clingy. Why didn't you have another child? That might have helped improve things.”

      “I was too frightened,” Ms. Pryce answered. “He was so possessive, I was afraid he'd hurt the baby.”

      Rory snorted. “Or maybe you were afraid you'd mess that one up too. Do you have any idea what you and Shuler have done to him? What he's become?”

      Ms. Pryce looked up through moist eyes. “I have to live with it every day,” she confessed. “Now the bell's about to ring. You should go to class.”

      Rory rose on shaky legs and left Ms. Pryce's office. What she'd just learned pole-axed her. Could Dalen's problem go so far back? Was love all he needed? If he'd approached her in a different way, she might have been able to love him, but now it was too late. Too many bad things had happened between them, and she loved Carson. No, she couldn't let this information soften her to Dalen. He'd sniff out her vulnerability and use it against her. She still had to escape from him and shove her pity deep down inside somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      It was Wednesday afternoon before Charlie made it in to see Carson. He found his friend sitting up in bed eating solid food. “How are you feeling? You look like you were gang-banged, man.” Charlie was referring to a gang beating, not a gang rape.

      “Thanks,” Carson responded dryly. “I'll live.”

      “Good,” Charlie told him. “We need our lead vocal.” He settled into the ugly brown chair by Carson's bed. “Korith said you need something.”

      “I need a piece,” Carson whispered, looking at the doorway. “Unregistered and easy to use since, I have no idea what I'm doing.”

      “When do you need it?” Charlie asked, scratching his goatee.

      “Tomorrow night,” Carson said. “I get out of here tomorrow afternoon, and I might need to use the piece Friday morning.”

      “How much can you spend?” Charlie asked, trying to think of someone who could get Carson a gun by tomorrow night. He still had contacts from his days as a gang member but it might take some time.

      “There's three hundred bucks in my freezer,” Carson answered. “Get it out and use how much it takes. It's all I have.”

      Charlie nodded. “I'll do my best, pal. Just remember if you get caught, you didn't get it through me.”

      “I don't plan to kill anyone,” Carson whispered. “It's just insurance. If something happens, I'll keep my mouth shut.” Charlie left after that, and Carson reviewed his plan once more.
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        * * *

      

      Rory feigned a stomachache Thursday night and stayed home from school on Friday. Dalen seemed reluctant to leave her, but she persuaded him. He promised to come home at lunch and check on her. After he left, she spent a tense morning waiting to see what Carson had in mind. S

      he looked up at eleven when the door opened and saw Carson. Rory gasped when she saw how pale he was. He wore shorts and a knee cast and moved so slowly. There were fresh cuts and bruises on his face, and his nose looked like it had been re-bandaged. “You're crazy,” she said as she gingerly hugged him. “If he catches you here—”

      “I know,” he whispered. Carson kissed her passionately and they ripped at each other's clothes. They fell on Dalen's bed and made love. Afterward, they dressed, and Rory started giggling. “What's so funny?” he asked tenderly.

      “We just did it on Dalen's bed. He'd kill us if he knew.” They fell together laughing until Rory burst into tears. “Oh, Carson, I've done some terrible things these last few days. I let him...” She buried her face against his chest and sobbed as if her heart were breaking.

      Carson found himself crying as well as he held her. “Listen,” he said gently. “I don't care. The only reason it matters to me is because I know how much that would have hurt you, and you would have hated it. I know you did it to protect the ones you love. It's no big deal,” he told her firmly. “It doesn't exist anymore. Only you and I are real. Nothing that happened with him counts.”

      “I love you,” she whispered. “You have to go now, Carson. Dalen will be here in a few minutes to check on me.” She heard the garage door opening and panicked. “He's here,” she cried out. “Oh, god,” she whispered. “You have to hide.”

      “Okay, calm down,” he whispered, smoothing the hair from her face. He followed her into the extra bedroom. She had him crawl into the closet, and he settled inside painfully. It went against his nature to hide in here, but he knew it was to their advantage to have a few hours’ head start on Dalen.
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        * * *

      

      Rory grabbed a magazine and sprawled across the bed. She was intently studying it when Dalen entered the room. “How are you feeling, angel?” he asked tenderly, joining her on the bed.

      “Still yucky,” she answered pitifully and determinedly kept her eyes from the spare room. She wondered if Carson could hear what they said? “Thanks for checking on me,” she added.

      Dalen started rubbing her back. “I could stay with you the rest of the afternoon.” His hand slipped to her breast. “I don't mind getting suspended for three days.”

      Rory screamed in her head, but her voice emerged evenly. “There’s no reason to, Dalen,” she responded persuasively. “I don't feel like doing anything except sleeping. I barely had the energy to shower and get dressed before you came to check on me. I didn't want you to find me all smelly,” she added lamely. “I plan to spend the afternoon sleeping.”

      “Are you sure?” he inquired. “I hate to leave you alone.”

      “Avriella's here,” she answered.

      Dalen frowned. “No, she left for a weekend spa trip.” Dalen stood up. “Come with me downstairs and try to eat something.”

      Rory pulled herself off the bed and followed him out of the room. She was so relieved to be leaving the bedroom suite that she thought she might make him suspicious by being too happy. She tried to act more sedate when they got to the kitchen.

      She watched Dalen struggle through making tuna salad and found herself grinning at him.

      “Are you laughing at me?” he demanded with his hands on his hips. Mayonnaise was smeared on his hands and he wiped some off on his blazer. Rory laughed out loud as he dabbed at the spot. It came off easily, and he finished mixing the salad.

      Dalen was precise about cutting the crusts off his slices of bread. “Why do you do that?” she asked as she picked at a sandwich. Rory was actually ravenous, but she was supposed to have an upset stomach.

      Shrugging, Dalen spread the tuna on his slices. “I think my mom used to do it,” he frowned. “No, it was my first nanny. She always did little things like that. Looking back now, I think she must have felt bad because my parents didn't pay much attention to me. My dad had no use for me yet, and my mom never loved me.” He said it so matter-of-factly that Rory's eyes teared up. He saw and curled his lip. “It’s no tragedy, Rory.”

      “Yes, it is,” she said firmly. Every person deserved the love of their parents. “Your parents—especially your mother—should be shot. At the very least, they should be sterilized.”

      Dalen laughed. “Too late for my dad. Avriella thrilled him with the announcement last night that she's, let me see if I remember how she put it? Oh yes, she's with a Hudson child, but her last name is not Hudson. It seems unfair to her, and she wants to be married. Good ol' Dad sent her off to the spa for a few days while he decides what to do.”

      “I guess that's the problem with having girlfriends young enough to be your daughter,” Rory said sourly and pushed her sandwich away. “You should get going, Dalen. You only have ten minutes to get back to the school.”

      Dalen tossed the rest of his unfinished sandwich down the garbage disposal. “You're right. Are you sure you want me to go?” he asked once more.

      Rory nodded. “Yeah, it's only three more classes and practice.” She smiled. “I'll be fine until then.”

      Smiling, Dalen kissed her on the nose. “Well I'll see you after then,” he told her and ran out to the garage. He'd decided not to tell her practice had been cancelled today, because the coach was sick. It would be a nice surprise.
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        * * *

      

      Rory waited five minutes after she heard his car leave before going back upstairs. Carson was standing in the bedroom. “I saw his car leave,” he explained. “I'm glad he's gone. Pack your stuff. We're getting out of here. My dad said we could live with him until we finish high school. I figure your parents will help us out financially some too.”

      Rory's head was spinning, and she collapsed on the bed. “He told me he'd kill my friends and family if I don't stay with him. He was very specific, Carson,” she was frightened and started trembling. “But I want to go with you.” She moaned, torn.

      Carson sat beside her and took her in his arms. “Shh, it's okay,” he soothed. “Come with me then. Stop carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. Leave a message on your parents' machine to warn them and let’s get going. They can take care of themselves, Rory. Besides, if he pursues the matter, it will be to find you, not harm them.”

      She winced at his brutal honesty but bounced to her feet. “I'm not going to waste my life with him,” she said decisively. Rory rummaged in his closet and found one of her suitcases, which she stuffed things into quickly. She kept thinking it was taking time to pack that got people killed in horror movies. After the case was closed, they hurried down the stairs. “How much money do you have?” she asked Carson.

      “Three hundred and change,” he answered. “Charlie tried to buy me a gun, but he couldn't find one in time within my price range.” He saw Rory blanch and added. “It was going to be a last resort, honey.” She nodded, and he put his arm around her.

      “I have three hundred in my purse.” She subconsciously patted her bag. “I have a couple thousand in my savings account, Carson. I don't have a restriction for my parents' signature on it. It's my mad money as Mom calls it.” Rory saw the phone and dialed her parents' number. After four rings the machine picked up and she said, “Sorry to run on you guys but it's an emergency. Be very careful of Dalen. He swore he'd kill you if I left him. When Carson and I get settled, I'll let you know where. I'll also need some money probably. I love you guys—you too, Ricky. I'll see you soon,” she promised and hung up.

      They took her Mustang from the garage and drove through town. Rory parked in the back lot of the bank and went inside alone. She stood in line until a teller became free and handed her a withdrawal slip for all but ten dollars. She didn't want to go through the hassle of closing the account. The teller examined her license and looked in the computer. Then she counted out two thousand, four hundred fifty-three dollars and stuck them in an envelope. “Have a nice day,” she said with an impersonal smile. Rory mumbled a like response and hurried out of the bank. It was already one-thirty, and they needed to get on the road. Dalen would be home by five, and when he discovered she was gone he'd go crazy.

      Carson drove the first leg of the trip, hitting the freeway and heading north. Rory looked at the map, and they had their route planned for the next hundred miles or so. In a small town an hour past L.A. they stopped for take-out food. It was three-thirty.
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      Dalen stopped by a florist and purchased Rory a dozen red roses. He also added a fuzzy white bear with a plaque that said. “I wuv you.” He signed a get-well card and gathered up his purchases. Then he hurried home and parked in the garage. Dalen bounded up the stairs and into the bedroom, expecting to find Rory sleeping.

      She wasn't under the covers, so he checked the bathroom, the other room, and the balcony. Then he ran through the house calling her name, but she didn't answer. After searching the other rooms, he raced back up the stairs and back in the bedroom he'd shared with her the last week.

      The room felt hollow and empty. Even the scent of her perfume no longer lingered in the air. He noticed her toiletries were gone and before he opened the closet, he knew her clothes wouldn't be there. There were some outfits still hanging and lots of hangers poking out, indicating she'd packed in a rush. Had she been planning it the whole time she'd sat downstairs and talked to him, acting normal?

      Pain exploded behind his eyes, and he fell to the floor, grasping his head. She was gone. He'd never hold her or make love to her again. He'd never see her smile or hear her laugh. No, he refused to accept that. Ricky would know where she went, he thought, hopping to his feet and running downstairs, after taking an item from his sock drawer.

      He drove seventy over to the Abramson place and pounded on the door. No one answered, so he went around back and pounded on that door. When there was still no answer, he used his arm to break a window and climbed through. He searched the house on the off chance she'd just returned home, but there was no sign of her. He listened to the answering machine when he saw the blinking message light.

      The first three messages were from friends of her parents, relaying condolences about Leigh's father's death. The fourth message was Leigh reminding Ricky and Rory they'd be back the next morning. The fifth message was pay dirt. He listened to Rory tell her parents to be careful of him and his mouth tightened when she promised to let them know where she and Carson settled. Dalen was so angry he ripped the answering machine from the table and threw it to the floor.

      He stormed from the house and back to his car. His next stop was Carson's. He didn't bother to knock, figuring they had already left. After kicking in the door, he searched through the small apartment meticulously, destroying as many things as possible. Finally, he settled on the bed and looked at the phone. No answering machine, but there was a black bound address book laying beside it.

      It had been folded over, so the pages rested against the nightstand. Dalen carefully flipped it over and read the entries under “W.” There were six. Chris and Rita Winslow jumped out at him. He ripped the page from the book and picked up the phone, hitting redial.

      The phone burbled out a long-distance number that rang three times before someone answered. “Hello,” a harried woman said.

      “Hello, is this Mrs. Winslow?” he asked pleasantly.

      “Yes, who's this?” she asked as a baby cried in the background.

      “I'm with the Chicago Tribune,” Dalen rattled out smoothly. “I was calling to see if you would like to sign up for a subscription?”

      “Listen,” she said impatiently. “We already get the paper. I don't have time for this right now.”

      “I'm sorry to bother you, ma'am,” he said smoothly. “You're on our list of potential customers. Can I verify your address so I can see if you're in the computer? Are you still at 7575 Willowgreen Drive?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “Is that all?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Winslow,” he said. “Thank you.” Dalen hung up and pocketed the address in case he didn't find them before they reached Chicago. His next step was planning a route. He saw a computer on a small computer desk and switched it on. It was hooked to the Internet, and he did a search for routes.

      He wondered if Carson hadn't done the very same thing. Dalen clicked on history and sure enough, there was a website called planyourtrip.com. He went to the sight and put in Chicago from L.A. by car. A route was drawn for him in a purple line across a map of the U.S. He chose the print option, and three pages spewed from the printer.

      The last thing Dalen did before leaving the apartment was pour kitchen cleaner on the carpet. Then, using a lighter he found in a drawer, he lit the carpet on fire. Dalen whistled a happy tune as he jogged down the stairs. He'd just gotten in his car and fastened the seat belt when he heard an explosion, likely from the flame reaching the gas stove. Fire whooshed out of the windows, and he smiled in satisfaction before starting the long drive.

      Dalen drove like a man possessed. He never stopped to eat and only rarely stopped for bathrooms or gas. He always asked if anyone had seen Rory and Carson. In two or three small towns the answer was yes. The first time he heard a confirmation he was two hours behind them. At the last town he stopped at in Idaho, a gas station attendant had filled the tank of a black Mustang just twenty minutes before.

      When Dalen got back on the highway, he increased his speed to one hundred. Rory was close—he could feel it. So was Carson, but he wouldn't be a problem for much longer. Dalen patted the gun in the pocket of his letterman's jacket. It was the only thing he'd grabbed from his house before setting out to find Rory.
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        * * *

      

      “I'm getting sleepy,” Rory told Carson. She'd driven for a few hours, and they'd just traded again at their last stop. “When we get to Boise, let's stop for a hotel.” By the map they were about an hour away. It was already eleven o'clock and she was dragging.

      “Okay,” Carson agreed as some asshole came up behind him. “I hate drivers like that,” he commented as the guy tailgated him and flashed his lights. He had them on brights when they weren't flashing. “I'd better let him pass,” Carson said and slowed down. Instead of passing the car came closer and bumped their tail. Carson and Rory were thrown forward before their seat belts tightened. “What the hell?” Carson asked, speeding up. “What's this guys problem?”

      Rory craned her neck around and looked through the back glass. The car looked very familiar. “Oh my god,” she gasped. “It's Dalen.”

      “It can't be,” Carson protested as the other car zoomed around them. “See, he's passing—” His sentence was interrupted when the other car smashed into the side of the Mustang. Carson looked away from the road and saw Dalen grinning like mad. He bashed the Porsche into the Mustang again, and they scraped the guardrail.

      Dalen sped up to pass them, and Carson knew he couldn't let that happen. They had to get ahead of Dalen. He pressed his foot on to the accelerator until it hit the floorboard and the car shot forward, fishtailing at the unexpected speed. Carson was doing ninety, and the car seemed okay. Unfortunately, Dalen was driving a Porsche, and he had no trouble overtaking the Mustang. Carson couldn't get any more speed from it, and he watched Dalen pull a hundred yards ahead then stop the car across both lanes.

      Carson hit the brakes and tried to flip a U-turn, but Dalen's car was too close. He got partially turned, and the Mustang's rear passenger side slammed into the front passenger side of the Porsche with a sickening screech of metal against metal. The Mustang shuddered to a halt, and Carson smacked his head on the steering wheel when his seat belt popped open.

      Rory unfastened her seat belt and frantically shook Carson. She leaned his head back, and blood streamed from his forehead. She hoped he wasn't dying, but it looked like an awful lot of blood. She remembered hearing somewhere that even minor head wounds always bled profusely, but she was still scared.

      She looked up and saw Dalen striding toward them. Frantically, she tried to rouse Carson, but he was out cold. The engine was still running, but she didn't know if the car would go. She was trying to move Carson enough to reach the steering wheel when Dalen got to the car.

      Rory hit the lock button just as he reached for the handle. She struggled to get her foot past Carson's leg to reach the gas pedal. Undaunted, Dalen pulled the gun from his pocket and shot out the back window. He reached inside to unlock Rory's door, and she latched onto his arm with her teeth.

      Rory ground her teeth into his flesh as he screamed. Dalen tucked the gun back in his pocket and stuck his other arm in the back window. Rory tried to grab his hand, but he fastened it in her hair. Dalen slammed the side of her head against the window, and she let go of her hold on his arm.

      He fumbled the lock up and wrenched open the door. Rory was dazed from the blow to the head and blinked at him foggily. He pulled her from the Mustang and dragged her to the Porsche, where he tossed her inside, none too gently. Dalen started the engine and reversed a little until he could go straight. They would have to follow the interstate to the next exit, where they could spin around and head home.

      Dalen shot her a cold look. “I'm getting fed up, Rory,” he snarled. “You can't keep playing these games.”

      “It's no game,” she screamed in the confines of the car. “I want to escape from you. I'd rather be dead than spend the rest of my life with you or running from you.”

      His eyes gleamed coldly. “Careful what you wish for,” he cautioned. “I would rather see you dead than let you live without me.”

      Rory subsided into silence, trying to focus on the road. She was seeing double and knew it must be from the head injury. Wake up, Carson, she pleaded silently.
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        * * *

      

      Carson slowly fought his way through the darkness in his head and his eyes opened. The sides of his vision were cloudy, but he could see a little. He remembered hitting his head on the steering wheel after the impact with Dalen's car. “Dalen!” he gasped and looked around. Rory wasn't in the car.

      The engine was running, and he pulled forward slowly, trying to see the road ahead. He drove over the debris from the crash and gradually speeded up. He was doing ninety in no time, but he couldn't see much ahead of him. All he knew was he had to get to Rory.
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        * * *

      

      Dalen was speeding along, passing every car in sight. As they passed one, Rory saw it was a police car. She frantically pounded on her window and waved her arms. The officer had probably already planned to pull Dalen over for speeding but lifted his radio receiver to his mouth when he saw Rory. Unfortunately for him, Dalen had pulled out the pistol and lined up a shot. The bullet tore into the officer before he'd even picked up the radio. He lost control of the car and went careening off the road.

      Rory cried out as she watched the officer get shot. It had been impossible to tell if he was dead, but even if he wasn't, Dalen had shot him without even thinking about it. “You shot an officer,” she yelled hysterically. “You're crazy.”

      “Nothing will come between us,” he promised in an even tone. “Nothing and no one.”

      Rory squeezed her eyes shut and scooted away from him. Dalen continued to speed forward.
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        * * *

      

      Carson saw the Porsche come in sight and dropped back a little. He had no idea what to do. Another car crash was too risky for all of them. He wanted to get Rory away from Dalen without anyone dying, if possible. Although he was beginning to wonder if Dalen would relentlessly pursue Rory until one of their deaths?

      He followed Dalen as far back as he dared but apparently, it was still too close. Dalen slammed on the brakes and parked in the middle of the road. Carson hit the brakes on the Mustang but couldn't hope to slow it down in time. He hit the Porsche with enough force to slide it forward several feet. The Mustang immediately coughed and died. The hood was crumpled in and the floorboard suddenly felt pinched.
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        * * *

      

      Rory screamed when Dalen hit the brakes, and the car rammed them. She whipped her head around and saw the Mustang, horribly mangled. It would be a miracle if Carson had lived through that. Dalen threw off his belt and climbed out of the Porsche, drawing the gun. Rory opened her door and raced out, still feeling dizzy. She reeled for a moment before her balance steadied.
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        * * *

      

      Carson watched as Dalen came towards him with a gun extended. He pushed at the door but it refused to open. Since the seat belt had broken at the last impact he wasn't tethered to the seat, and he slid across to the passenger side, gashing his thigh on a hunk of metal protruding into the cab. His broken ribs protested as he scrambled out of the car, and he cried out when he put too much weight on his injured knee.

      He stood there as Dalen approached him, unsure what to do. He saw Rory coming up fast behind Dalen and he yelled to her. “Run, Rory. Go now.” Rory stumbled and looked behind her, indecisive. “I love you,” he said as loud as he could when Rory turned and ran the other direction. He heard her scream, “I love you,” as she ran into the night and he stood there, waiting for Dalen. “She's going to get away,” he told Dalen confidently. “You can kill me, but you can't keep her. It's not meant to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Furiously, Dalen cocked the gun and aimed at Carson. “Shut up,” he brayed hysterically. “You're wrong. She'll come back to me.” Dalen pulled the trigger but nothing happened. He pulled it again, but there was no bullet. There was only the sound of an empty chamber. How many bullets had he put in the gun? He couldn't remember, but he knew he hadn't reloaded since the altercation with Carson last Friday. Dalen cracked open the chamber and laughed bitterly when he saw it was empty.

      Carson was laughing and crying at the same time. “It's not meant to be,” he repeated. Dalen glared at him and threw the gun at his head. Carson managed to duck, but his knee gave out and he fell to the pavement. The gash on his other leg was spurting a lot of blood. He must have hit an artery. That would explain the weakness. Dalen ran off into the night after Rory, not bothering with the Porsche, and Carson heard the sweetest sound imaginable—police sirens.
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        * * *

      

      Rory ran down the interstate as fast as she could. A stitch developed in her side and her back spasmed painfully. Her vision was growing more blurry and she felt like vomiting but still she ran. It occurred to her she was either going to get run over running down the highway, or Dalen would have no trouble finding her. She clamored over the guardrail and fell before she could regain her feet. She rolled down a small embankment and hit the ground with a grunt. She felt her leg snap and knew she'd broken it. As of yet, Rory couldn't feel any pain but she figured that was because she was in shock.

      She prayed Dalen would keep driving down the highway and never think to look over the sides, but a few minutes after her fall she heard someone scrabbling down the embankment. Rory crawled forward a few feet by using her arms and her one good leg, but he was upon her all too soon. Her one hope was the sirens she could hear speeding their way.

      Dalen stood above Rory, looking down at her as she lay on the ground. It was dark, and he couldn't see much but he knew she was injured. He crouched down beside her, caressing her face. “Why don't you love me?” he asked painfully.

      Rory had not expected that. She'd thought he'd berate her for running or brag about killing Carson, but his question took her by surprise. “You never gave me the chance,” she said honestly. “You took over my life, Dalen. You stole my innocence, and then forced me to subject myself to your “love” to protect those I love. How could I have loved you? Even if I didn't love Carson, I couldn't have loved you!”

      “It will be different this time,” he promised. “You'll have all the choices you want, and I know you'll fall in love with me. We'll go home and put this behind us.”

      “You're unbelievable,” she shouted. “I don't want to be with you. You still aren't hearing me. I don't love you! I love Carson.” Rory took a deep breath. “I won't ever be your girlfriend, Dalen. Please accept my decision.”

      His face twisted hatefully. “There’s no reason to love Carson,” he snapped. “I left him bleeding to death on the highway.” Dalen looked over his shoulder as several police cars screeched to a halt on the highway above them. “You will love me, Rory,” he vowed as several officers descended the embankment. “I'll never give up on you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Rory watched as Dalen was handcuffed and hauled up the embankment. Two officers came to sit with her while they waited for the ambulance. “My boyfriend was back at the car crash. Is he dead?”

      “No, ma'am,” said one of the cops. “There was an ambulance right behind us. I'm sure he's on his way to the hospital right now.”

      Rory sagged with relief and whispered. “Dalen shot an officer.”

      The other patrolman answered. “Yeah ,but he just winged him. Jay was able to call for backup as soon as he regained control of the car. That's how we got here so quickly.”

      “Thank god,” Rory said tearfully as the ambulance arrived. She laid there as two paramedics and two officers loaded her onto a gurney and lifted her up the embankment. The ride to the hospital passed in a daze for Rory, but she wasn't sure if it was because of her concussion or something they put in her IV.

      She was taken into an emergency room and looked over by a team of doctors. She wasn't allowed to be unstrapped from the backboard and e-collar until a portable x-ray machine was brought in and she was x-rayed. A nurse came back an hour or so later and removed the collar and straps. He helped her use the bedpan since her leg hadn't been set yet.

      A short while later she was approached by a young doctor with curly hair and a pretty smile. “Rory, that's a nasty break. We need to take you to OR and insert a pin. Are you up for that?” Rory nodded sickly and watched as a nurse injected something into her IV. By the time she'd completed the ride in the elevator and was wheeled into an operating room it was taking affect. She was out before they slipped the gas mask over her face.
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        * * *

      

      When Rory awoke sometime later, she saw Carson sitting in a wheelchair beside her bed. “They let me sneak in for a few minutes,” he explained. “I told them such a story of true love thwarted they had tears in their eyes.”

      “How are you?” she asked groggily. Her throat was scratchy, making it hard to talk.

      “I'll live,” he replied with a grin. “I sure have said that a lot lately,” he teased. “I got a blood transfusion, and they had to put my knee in a new cast.” He pointed to his wrist, tightly bound in a bandage. “I also have a broken wrist but thankfully it's my left hand, so I can still play the guitar.”

      “That's good,” she answered with a small smile. “How am I?”

      Carson shook his head. “I'm afraid it's fatal.” Rory blanched. “Well, there is one cure...nah...” He broke off. She was glaring at him. “Okay I'm afraid you have to have a daily dose of Carson Winslow for the rest of your life or you'll fade away.”

      “Hmm,” she cocked her head. “Well, if that's my only option I guess I can live with it.” Carson took her hand, and they sat there, basking in each other until a nurse came a few minutes later to return him to his own room. “I love you, Carson,” she croaked.

      “Hey I love you too,” he answered with a crooked grin. “Would I go through all this if I didn't?”

      Rory watched him go with a big smile. Even though she was in a lot of pain, she felt good. She and Carson had made it through.
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        * * *

      

      Dan, Leighanne, and Ricky arrived the next morning, all frantic with worry. Rory relayed as much as she could remember and ended with, “I'm not looking forward to the trial.”

      Dan cleared his throat. “Early this morning, Shuler Hudson showed up with an attorney, requesting bail. Shuler plunked down five hundred thousand, and Dalen was released into his custody. Then he hustled Dalen out of the country, thereby removing him from the possibility of prosecution unless Dalen ever returns to the United States.”

      Rory blinked owlishly. “He just walked away?” she asked in disbelief. “They just let him go in Shuler's custody, and he hopped a plane? He's still not going to be punished for what he's done?”

      Leigh sighed. “Yes, I'm afraid so. But if he ever comes back, he'll have to face charges of kidnapping, attempted murder, and arson. I'm sure there's more, but I can't keep track.”

      “Arson?” Rory asked, confused.

      Ricky grunted. “He set Carson's apartment on fire. It burned down the garage and house, plus two houses nearby.” He shook his head. “Thank goodness it didn't spread across the street to Moriah's.”

      “I doubt he'll ever be back,” Dan said bracingly. “He has too much to answer for if he does. I'm sure we've seen the last of Dalen Hudson.”

      Rory wished she could be so certain. His obsession with her was so gripping that he'd repeatedly pursued her. He seemed to think he was immune from the law. Would a few criminal charges keep him from coming after her? Only time would tell.
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      Two Years Later...

      Rory was sitting under the tree at Laughton College. It was a small institution on the outskirts of Red Hills, and she was a sophomore there. She was deeply involved with a project for class, but she'd have to leave soon to meet Carson. It was nearly lunchtime.

      Because of the pin in her leg, Rory had been forced to give up dancing. She hadn't ever firmly planned to make dancing her career, but she'd been cast adrift when she'd found out she couldn't dance anymore.

      During her long re-cooperative period Rory had started committing to paper the events with Dalen in her private journal. Writing had proven cathartic, so she had tentatively decided on a double major of English and psychology. When she'd finished high school, in Los Angeles, she'd applied to Laughton and was accepted.

      They'd taken an apartment in Red Hills, and Rory had started attending classes. Carson was still close to Los Angeles, where he went nearly every day. The band was starting to take off ,but he still had a day job working at Armitage RPC. Once they signed a recording contract and released their first album, he would quit.

      Today was a special day, and he'd taken the afternoon off. It was her parents’ twentieth anniversary, and Carson was meeting her at the hotel where the party was being held. She was so glad the breach between her parents had healed, and they were both more loving and approachable since the events with Dalen.

      Looking at her watch, Rory closed her laptop computer and stuffed it into her backpack. She stood up, dusting off the blue dress, and walked across the quads. She resisted the urge to look behind her. For the longest time after she'd been released from the hospital, she'd looked over her shoulder constantly. She'd refused to make plans, having trouble believing they would actually happen. She had been convinced Dalen would return to take her.

      Over a period of months, with the support of friends, families, a therapist, and especially Carson, she'd stopped watching for Dalen. She knew there was a chance he might materialize someday, but she refused to let him rule her life again through fear. If she did, he would still be controlling her, which she found unacceptable.

      During the last year she'd lived up to that vow. She and Carson had married six months ago in a small ceremony. Three weeks before that, her new baby brother had been christened in the same church. For their honeymoon, they'd gone to Chicago and gotten better acquainted with Chris's family. Carson and Chris had grown closer, and he seemed to get along with Rita now.

      His two younger stepbrothers and his half-sister Emily adored Carson, and they were excited Rory and Carson would be flying in for a few days over the Thanksgiving break. Carson claimed he was dreading it, but Rory knew better. He was looking forward to seeing his family again.

      When Rory got to her car, there was a single red rose tucked under the windshield wiper, and she laughed delightedly when she sniffed it. It was just like Carson to drive all the way out to Laughton to leave her a rose and not even look for her. He was so romantic.

      Rory got in her bright yellow Mustang, a replacement for the other one, and drove into the city. She used valet parking at the hotel and walked into the lobby. Leigh and Dan were already waiting for her, standing with Ricky and Moriah, who'd taken the day off from school. “Where's Michael?” she asked as they took turns hugging her.

      “He's fussy today,” Dan explained. “We thought a sitter would be better since he still has that ear infection.” Dan had taken a very active role in Michael's life and while Rory was a bit envious, she was happy to see her dad was finally involved with his family, no matter how late.

      “Have you seen Carson?” Rory asked as she turned to survey the crowd. She caught sight of a tall dark-haired man, and for a moment, her heart leapt in her throat. She tried to focus better, but the crowd shifted and she lost sight of him. Rory took a deep breath, dismissing it. Every once in awhile, she still had panic attacks, but they were rare now.

      Carson came toward them and swept Rory into his arms, kissing her as he twirled her around. Their love was as strong today as it had been two years ago. “I missed you,” he whispered.

      Rory smiled. “I missed you too. When you dropped off the rose, you should have tried to find me. You have my schedule.” She poked him playfully in the chest.

      “What rose?” he asked, puzzled.

      “Ahh,” she sighed. “Waxing mysterious, are we?” Rory handed him the red rose, which she'd carried into the hotel. “I found this on my car, but I suppose you don't know anything about it?” she teased.

      Carson took the rose and frowned. “Nope, I don't.”

      Rory giggled before realizing Carson was serious. “Really?” she asked, and he nodded. “I wonder where it came from?” Fear coiled in her stomach.

      Carson knew her so well. “Don't panic, baby. I'm sure it was meant for someone else. Don't go reading omens and looking for signs.”

      Rory smiled tremulously. “You’re right,” she agreed and took the rose from him, stuffing it in the nearest receptacle. Carson put his arm around her waist, and surrounded by her family, they walked into the banquet room where the anniversary luncheon was being held.

      If Rory had looked behind her, she would have seen a man take the rose from the trash and caress the petals. She would have seen him bury his nose in the fragile bloom, and she would have seen Dalen Hudson shed a tear.
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