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            Chapter One

          

          Dean Anderson

        

      

    

    
      Death.

      The stench of it coats my skin and fills my nostrils as I look over the dented, damaged foliage. Though the body has been ostensibly removed, the traces remain for those who know how to look. Hell, part of me worries that even an untrained eye will know what happened here.

      Dried blood flecks on a few of the leaves and grasses before puddling into the ground. The once-pristine hedgerows look damaged in some undefinable way. As if someone lay in wait before pouncing on their prey.

      Brian Philips. A nobody. He’s not even a frat boy trying to come into The Society. How in the hell did he manage to find his way into my hedge maze?

      Pulling out my phone, I glance through the various messages. Other than Chase Ackerman who seemingly OD’d on Fentanyl, no one else is missing yet. Yet, being the operative word.

      My brows pull down into a fierce frown as I pull up the app keeping me in touch with all the submissives. The last thing we need is a panic, but I know no other way of getting a consensus so quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Master Anderson

      

      
        This is Dean Anderson. All submissives have one hour to check in. A simple Yes, Sir. is fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      Pocketing my phone, I make my way through the different paths, breathing in the cool air. Something is wrong. I feel it down deep in my gut. Unfortunately, I can’t put my finger on what it could be. All I know is my university is at risk. More than that, the very fabric of this secret society is threatening to come apart at the seams.

      Could this be a sign? A warning? Is someone targeting us?

      Not that it’s out of the realm of possibility, but as far as I understand it, we’re at peace with everyone. Things change so swiftly sometimes, especially when dealing in flesh and blood. Until I get to the bottom of it, I’ll be on edge.

      The only question I have now is who do I talk to? Who do I tell? As with any secret society, the lifeblood that keeps it going is keeping it secret. If some of my more powerful members think they’re no longer safe... Well, that just won’t do.

      Exhaustion slams into me as I run my hand down my face. It was never supposed to end up like this. How did things get so out of hand?

      It’s more than just these two deaths. It’s the matter of some of these members as a whole. Scoundrels. The lot of them. Not that I’m all that different, I suppose.

      But then, I am different. I have to be. Only, in times like these, the mantle of responsibility is no longer a cloak I choose to wear. It’s now more of a set of chains binding me in place.

      “I hear trouble,” a voice grumbles next to me in that unmistakable broken English.

      Sergei. Of all the people to show up, it’s fucking Sergei. I guess that means there’s no hiding this from Grigori. Fuck my life.

      “Not surprised,” I sigh, glancing over at the newcomer. “What is surprising is why you’re here.”

      “Main job keep bitch safe. Can’t keep bitch safe if pacing halls of mansion. Besides,” Sergei’s lips part into a wide grin, showing off his white teeth. “With bitch behaving, it’s more like drips of paint sliding down walls until stuck.”

      Chuckling at his iconic butchering of idioms, I look back at the scene and sober. “I’m worried.”

      “Yes. You have pinched look about neck and shoulders. Perhaps I bring Ivanka over to give good Russian massage. She makes all screws loose.”

      My lips twist up into a smirk as I shake my head. “I think I understand what you’re saying. And no. If I need a massage, I’ll figure something out. No need to inconvenience you or Grigori.”

      A silent pause descends between us as we both look about for clues.

      Eventually, a heavy sigh slips from my lips as I pin Sergei with a questioning stare. “You haven’t heard anything from Nikolai, have you? Is there any chance he’s at the bottom of this?”

      Sergei’s eyes glitter as he cracks his knuckles. “No. I keep close ear. If he becomes threat to bitch, he meets my knives.”

      “Then I’m truly at square one,” I mutter, feeling hopeless for the first time in my remembrance.

      “No. You are at topiary maze. Unless maze has square?”

      A bark of laughter rips from my throat as I lean over and slap my hand on his shoulder. “You know topiary, but don’t know square one?”

      He shrugs and shifts about as if my question makes him uncomfortable. “I like horror movies. Especially with Johnny and the axe in topiary maze.” He leans forward with a comically deranged look in his eyes. “Here comes Johnny with the axe!”

      “Close enough,” I wheeze, allowing myself to relax a touch as the humor lifts my burden.

      All too soon, however, I know I’m going to have to get back to the task at hand. Shaking my head, I kneel down again and look for any sort of clue that can give me any insight as to what happened. As if I’m some goddamn investigator.

      I’m not. I’m the fucking dean of Loftry University. I’m the head of a secret society that’s ballooned into something else all together, something almost unmanageable.

      But I can’t let anyone else know that. I can’t show any weakness. Especially not now.

      Dragging my phone out of my pocket, I look at all the responses as my lips thin. So far, nearly everyone has checked back in. At least it doesn’t look like we have a missing submissive on top of everything else.

      “What do I tell Grigori?”

      I pull my gaze away from the screen and tilt my head as I glance at the Russian behemoth. “What’s there to tell him that you don’t already know?”

      “I know nothing. That’s why I’m here. Is bitch safe on campus?”

      A weary sigh flits through my lips as I stand up. “Is anyone? You know better than most the movers and shakers who slip in and out of The Society. Dangerous men and women take submissives and use them as playthings. It’s how it’s always been done. You think a simple bracelet of ownership will keep anyone truly safe?”

      Sergei’s eyes narrow as he leans in close enough for the acrid scent of his body spray to wash over me. “Is that threat? Has anyone made cat call or come hither to our bitch? Point the way. They will bleed.” Without so much as a preamble, he pulls out a knife and pops it open with a deadly schnick.

      The absolute last thing I need is a bull-headed Bratva enforcer storming around my campus, interrogating everyone. Shaking my head again, I hold up my hands to show him I’m no threat. And honestly, probably no one is really to blame.

      We protect our own. It would be foolhardy and down right idiotic to kill someone so close to our lair. It can’t be anyone here. That is, unless someone on the inside is sending a message?

      “Chelsea is safe here,” I finally say as I motion toward the remaining carnage. “At least as safe as we can make her. But we need to stay on guard and not let anything get past us.”

      “If bitch not completely safe here, bitch school from home. I make sure she’s safe enough.”

      “Please, Sergei. Don’t make any rash decisions. Especially not when it comes to her education and social engagements. Chelsea will despise you both if you keep her away from campus.”

      “Let bitch hate. Bitch will live. That’s far more important. She’s top stone in boss’s crown. Any hair is harmed, my hair is on the shaving block.”

      “Pretty sure you mean your ass is grass.”

      “My ass is rock.” Turning, he sticks his butt out toward me and lightly smacks it. “Will take chisel to break this.” After a moment, his smile droops. “Level with me,” he murmurs, all traces of broken English gone. “What is happening here at Loftry?”

      For a moment, I can only look at him as my brain tries and fails to make sense of this fundamental shift in him. It’s as if a different person stands before me. Someone far more lethal. But I must be imagining things.

      “I wish to God I knew,” I finally admit. “Maybe you should keep Chelsea home. Just until I can get to the bottom of this. If it’s not Nikolai, I have someone else I can call. Let me know if anything changes on your end, and I’ll keep Grigori updated on mine.”

      “Da.”

      With a turn of his heel, he walks back toward the main campus, leaving me alone with my thoughts. What the hell is happening indeed? Chase’s death can easily be attributed to an overdose, but where he got the Fentanyl is beyond me. Luke would never allow any sort of narcotics or opioids near the fields and neither would the other coaches.

      What’s worse is that he’s an honorary member of The Society. We take intoxication very seriously. To play while inebriated is just asking for trouble.

      So many questions and not nearly enough answers for my liking. As much as I want to think this is a coincidence, I can’t. One death on campus is too many. Two deaths in one night is unheard of.

      Unease drips down my spine as I pull my phone out once more. Thankfully, all submissives have checked in. Switching to a different app, I glance over the attendance list for the major classes. Though it’s typical to have some absences, I’m more concerned with any names that stick out.

      As I skim the second sheet, my heart nearly comes to a stop. Marnie. Marnie... Why do I know that name? Pulling up her information, I try to look for anything that might give me a clue.

      Based on her phone number, it looks as if she’s from Florida. Though it’s not uncommon to have students from every state and country attend this prestigious university, it is odd for me to recognize someone and have them be from Florida. Thankfully, there’s someone who can settle my mind once and for all.

      
        
          
            
              
        John Anderson

      

      
        Do you know a Marnie?

      

      

      

      

      

      For a moment, the screen stays on read with no response. Just that alone makes the pit in my stomach grow even tighter.

      
        
          
            
              
        Luke Lannister

      

      
        ...

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Do you mean Dupire?

      

      

      

      

      

      I pull up my other screen to confirm.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yep. I know her. Why do you ask?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you know her because of her classes or because of The Order?

      

      

      

      

      

      Again, the communication stops for a moment. Honestly, that’s really all the confirmation I need. Fuck. I thought The Order was out of our business. Now, here I am again, stuck in the middle of whatever damn issues that secret society has.

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s not in the order, if that’s what you’re asking. But she’s from my neck of the woods. Is something wrong?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not sure yet. Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. If there’s an issue with The Order, I can always go down there and settle it.

      

      

      

      

      

      No way in hell am I allowing him to do that. There’s already been too much death associated with that damned society.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll handle it. Could be nothing anyway. You have Shelaine and the baby to think about.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Got it. I’m here if you need me.

      

      

      

      

      

      A disgruntled sigh slips through my lips as I pull up my contacts and call the one person I thought I’d be able to avoid for a bit longer.

      “John,” Louis, the head of The Order of Ravens and Wolves, growls over the phone. “What do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I just need to know one thing. Is there a problem between us?”

      “Not to my knowledge. As long as Luke stays up there, everything should be fine. But I’m assuming there’s an issue. Because why else would you call?”

      “Marnie Dupire.”

      Just like with Luke, there’s a pause. Each breath that expels from his lips and brushes against the phone just cranks up that twist of dread that threatens to turn my insides into a constricted mess.

      “I know the girl. What seems to be the problem?”

      “We’ve had a murder on campus, and now she’s not in class. It has me very concerned.”

      His dark chuckle floods the speaker. “She couldn’t kill anyone. She’s a meek little mouse.”

      Irritation rolls down my spine at his attempt at a joke. “I’m not saying she did. But she’s not here and I have a dead guy. Coincidence?”

      “Must be. As I’ve said. As long as Luke stays up there with you in New York, my boys will keep to themselves. What concerns me most is that you’ve somehow allowed a student of yours to go missing. But no worries. We’ll keep an eye out for her. Little mice have a way of finding themselves back home. Don’t worry about her for another moment.”

      My jaw clenches as I grit my teeth tight enough I’m sure I’ll crack a molar. “I will have your word that you or your family are not here creating mayhem. The Society has continued to keep Luke safe and out of harm’s way. I suggest you keep that in the back of your mind.”

      “Are you threatening me, John?” he bites out. “I don’t take kindly to being threatened. I’ve told you we have no issue, but your disrespect will make an issue if you continue to push it. Forget about Marnie. Any collateral damage that might have happened surrounding her has nothing to do with you.”

      My knees threaten to buckle as he all but admits they’re all connected. At least I can give myself some plausible deniability when it comes to this murder. He didn’t say they did it, but the way he crafted his words at least gives me the illusion of an answer.

      Not that it really helps matters at all. A murder is still a murder, after all. Eventually, I might have to come up with an answer that satisfies other inquiries.

      “I’m just trying to keep mine, and technically yours, safe,” I finally sigh as I force tension from my shoulders. “I have to explore any threats to my campus and family.”

      “I know that. Which is why I’m going to ignore this interaction. How’s Luke?”

      “You could ask him yourself.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “He seems to be well-settled. Our track team is thriving. Shelaine and the baby are doing well.”

      Again, a heavy pause drags out through the phone. As Louis clears his throat, I can’t help but wonder if he’s shoving down emotions he’d rather not deal with. “Thank you. And thank you again for keeping him safe. I can’t say exactly what happened up there with you, but I personally did not orchestrate it.”

      Truthfully, him not giving me an exact name keeps us both in the clear. It just makes sense he’d speak in riddles. No doubt I’d do the same if someone in my flock took someone’s life.

      It’s just the way it works with secret societies. He’s told me without telling me. He’s given me enough that I can stop looking at shadows deep within my ranks, and for that, I’ll be forever grateful.

      “That’s all I needed to know. And Marnie is safe, right?”

      “I’m not a psychic, John. But I can assume she’s being taken care of. Family emergencies can happen, you know. She’s probably back home helping with that. In fact, I’ll put money on it. Don’t give her another moment of your time. Wherever she is, it’s no longer your concern.”

      With that, he hangs up, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Unfortunately, the silence doesn’t last nearly long enough. A sharp ping draws my attention back to my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Professor Hastings

      

      
        You’re going to want to see the first edition of the Loftry Lantern.

      

      

      

      

      

      An irritated growl hums at the back of my throat as I re-skim the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        John Anderson

      

      
        You’re the faculty adviser. You deal with it. Whatever it is. Deal with it. That’s your job.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thinking the matter concluded, I try to get my brain back where it needs to be and away from that bit of temptation wrapped in a tight skirt, walking on fuck-me heels. As with how today is going, it seems as if I’m not going to get what I want.

      Soon after firing off that text, another comes through, one that stops my heart cold. All it contains is an image.

      Just one image.

      The headline.

      That’s all I need to see red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Dean Anderson

        

      

    

    
      My pulse pounds in my ears as I make my way back to the campus. Even though it’s not that long of a drive, I find I need to collect myself before I bring Ashleigh into my office. One quick drive will not be enough.

      Anger tinges my vision as I make a circle around the quad, then another, and another. Thoughts and counter thoughts swirl in my head, but nothing seems to make any sense. How in the hell did she know about the murder already?

      As I understood it, our local campus police, who also happen to be Society members, found the body late last night. Pretty soon after the overdose, in fact. They were doing a routine check around the campus when the murder was discovered.

      There’s absolutely no evidence to prove anyone else was there or knew about what happened. That is, unless I misunderstood Louis’s veiled answers and little Miss Hartwell was part of the crime? But that seems absolutely preposterous. Slamming my car into park, I take to the paths winding around the luscious lawns.

      Maybe air is what I need. Maybe I just need to breathe deep and puzzle through what’s going on. There’s been far weirder things that have happened here at Loftry. Would it really be so preposterous to think someone as ambitious as Miss Hartwell could have murdered someone to get a headline?

      It’s a school paper, for Christ’s sake. Who would kill someone for a fucking headline? But then, with the way she persisted, with the way she nearly demanded I allow a paper at this school... It might not be so far out of the realm of reality.

      Two deaths. One of them murder. At least one that we know of for sure. I’m still a little suspect about the overdose. Despite being an opportunistic jackass, Chase was a smart, decent guy deep down. It honestly makes more sense for him to have an enemy.

      Lord knows after the Melody fiasco, he was watched carefully to make sure he didn’t pull any bone-headed stunts like that again. But overdosing? And where would he even have gotten it?

      Pausing, I rub the bridge of my nose and stare up at the main building that holds my office. Could it be that Miss Hartwell is some devious serial killer who uses the press to hype up her murders and put the suspicion off of her?

      I know one person who might have an answer. Pulling out my phone, I shoot a quick message over to Doctor Andrew.

      
        
          
            
              
        John Anderson

      

      
        Have you had any run-ins with Ashleigh Hartwell?

      

      

      

      

      

      With the way my luck has been holding out, he’s in a session and won’t be able to answer me until I’m already forced to confront the girl.

      
        
          
            
              
        Doctor Andrew

      

      
        Let me check my notes.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response pings on my phone far more quickly than anticipated. The fact that the name doesn’t instantly send off alarms in his brain tells me she’s at least not an immediate threat. Those individuals usually catch his eye during orientation.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting her. Should I schedule a session? See if she’s a good fit for The Society?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s not as if I haven’t had that very thought, but the fact that it’s Doctor Andrew asking makes the idea feel wrong somehow. As if his asking a very simple question is all of a sudden invasive. If anyone else asked me, I wouldn’t mind. But with Doctor Andrew...

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m asking as the dean of Loftry and not as the head of The Society.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        In that case, she’s not drawn my attention in any way. Do I need to have a meeting with her? If you’re asking me this, then there’s something about her giving you pause.

      

      

      

      

      

      Do I really want Ashleigh in the clutches of someone like Doctor Andrew? Granted, now that he’s happily settled with a submissive of his own, his predatory nature has calmed down a bit, but is it enough?

      
        
          
            
              
        Just as a student meeting with a counselor. Nothing more.

      

      

      

      

      

      The silence on his end is deafening. I stare at the screen, waiting for his response.

      
        
          
            
              
        I do hope you are not calling my ethics into question. I was hired by you for my skills as a doctor of psychiatry. Are you changing your opinion because you’re precumming your slacks over some girl?

      

      

      

      

      

      A frisson of rage slithers down my spine at his words. Not because of what he’s implying, but because he’s right.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck you too. I’ll see her Monday at three.

      

      

      

      

      

      Honestly, the idea that she had anything to do with this is even more comical than Sergei being a master linguist in disguise. As a nepo baby, she’d be more likely to order a hit than to actually do the deed herself. But that still begs to reason how she knew about the murder in the first place.

      Unless there’s someone who’s feeding her information. The killer themselves, perhaps. Until I know more, I should probably consider this to be more of a blessing than some horrid plot.

      Besides, if she’s not the murderer, this could be the opening I need to get her into my grasp so I can discipline her, fuck her, and get her out of my brain. Right now, she’s an ephemeral obsession, an infernal need that drips through my veins until it consumes every thought. But I’m an intelligent man. I know I only want her because I can’t have her.

      But I will have her. Somehow, some way, little miss Ashleigh Hartwell will kneel at my feet. I will make it happen.

      Taking the steps two at a time, my cock swells behind my designer slacks as I picture everything I’d do to Miss Hartwell. Would she cry and beg for more? Or would she just cry? Either way, I’ll be satisfied.

      As I stride into the office, the first thing I notice is Ashleigh’s platinum blond hair glinting in the bright lights. The soft waves caress her face and dip down her breasts as if demanding I bring my gaze there. One cursory glance. That’s all I allow myself. To linger any longer would lead to madness.

      Ignoring her completely, I walk over to Shelaine and question her about my messages, missed calls, and things like that. From the corner of my eye, I watch as Miss Hartwell squirms about, no doubt not used to being kept waiting. The blasted paper flutters in her hands and she shuffles about, sighing every few moments.

      Such rudeness. Such insolence. My hand twitches as I watch her fluttering about in that chair as if I’m supposed to stop everything for her lack of foresight. The problem is, the more I ignore her, the harder she is to thrust out of my mind.

      Forget getting her an appointment with Doctor Andrew. Perhaps it’s my time to lie down on his proverbial chaise. Because I swear it’s as if I can smell her perfume from across the room. I can almost feel her body heat washing over me.

      Insanity.

      I just need to fuck the girl and get her out of my mind.

      Storming over to where she’s sitting, I hold out my hand for the paper. As she hands it to me, she rises, but I instantly motion for her to sit back down. “I’d like to take a moment to look this over without your input or interference.”

      Is it my imagination, or does her foot tense just a touch as if she wants to stomp it down on the floor and throw a tantrum? My cock twitches at the idea of such juvenile behavior. Out of all the students and submissives I’ve disciplined, none have brought out these urges nearly as strongly as she has.

      It’s almost as if she’s seen into my mind, pulled out every fantasy I have, and is bringing them to erotic life. I can’t let my cock rule my emotions right now. Even if I wanted to bring her into my fold, now is certainly not the time. There are far more important matters to attend to with her blatant salacious article being at the forefront.

      As I turn to leave, she stands and plants her hands on her hips. “I don’t understand. Nothing I’ve said in this article is incorrect. I’ve checked the facts myself.” She pulls out her phone and frowns. “I’m far closer to the printing deadline than I’d like to be. Can’t I just come in and plead my case?”

      “I don’t care if it’s due to the President of the United States for him to read over. A concern was brought to me making this my problem now. And if it’s a problem for me, it will surely become a problem for you. Now sit.”

      With a humph, she plops back down into the chair and crosses her slim legs, causing her skirt to ride up enough for me to catch a glimpse of her creamy thighs. Insanity indeed. This girl will be the death of me. I’m sure of it.

      Off to the side, Shelaine covers her mouth with her hand, but not before I catch that irksome knowing grin. Brat. Just because she belongs to Luke now doesn’t mean I can’t put in a text for him to deal with her.

      As I stride past, I flex my free hand where she can see. Almost instantly, she sobers and goes back to work. At least she hasn’t forgotten the taste of my strap when I was the one seeing to her discipline.

      Fisting the paper in my hand, I make my way over to the desk and slide on my glasses. There, in bold, just as the picture showed, is the blasted headline—Murder Most Foul. Just as when I was out in the hedge maze, my anger rises as my stomach plummets.

      Thankfully, as I skim through the article, it has nothing to do with the actual murder. It’s about that damned overdose. Granted, there’s not much to it. However, both that and the headline are too inflammatory.

      Tossing it to the desk, I press my intercom, instructing Shelaine to allow the reporter to come inside my office. Her pale cheeks are quite flushed as she bustles in, as if she’s the injured party here. With a flounce, she sits across from me and folds her arms into a defensive stance.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes as I slide it over to her. “Care to explain?”

      “What’s there to talk about? A death happened on campus, and I’m duty-bound to report it.”

      “And are you also duty bound to place such a salacious headline?”

      She leans over and squints at the paper before giving me a lackadaisical shrug. “It’s made to grab attention.”

      “It’s obscene, and you know it,” I snap back, taking the page away from her. “What were you thinking putting something like this here? You know people are going to jump to the wrong conclusion.”

      “Is it wrong though?” She insists, jumping up from her chair. “Of all the people I interviewed, none of them considered him the type to do drugs. It’s very suspicious, if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t ask you, though. No one did.” With a heavy sigh, I slide back into my chair.

      I can’t fault the girl. Not really. She’s only saying what we all were thinking. Chase had a bright future. He wouldn’t throw it all away like that. And definitely not with Fentanyl.

      “Change the article,” I finally grind out. “Put something else in there. I don’t really care what.”

      “You cannot be serious right now.” Her voice raises with every word until she’s just below actually screaming at me.

      “Sit. Down. Has it ever occurred to you that this might be an ongoing investigation? Did you not think that if he was murdered, this might cause the perpetrator to go into hiding? Is the anguish his friends and family might feel from reading this worth the sensationalism you’re trying to cause?”

      “Sensationalism? So your answer to all of this is to censor me because you don’t like my method of reporting.”

      A headache forms at the base of my skull as I stare at the girl across from me. Her eyes blaze with righteous indignation as she taps her Louboutins against my wood floor. Nothing will make her see reason it seems.

      “Yellow journalism will not be tolerated at Loftry University. Either you pick a different article, or you’re not publishing. It’s as simple as that.”

      “You honestly think you can suppress the truth and I won’t fight back against it?” she hisses, planting her hands on my desk.

      My vision blurs for a moment as I picture her bent over, her pretty skirt flipped over her hips so it can expose her backside.

      “The truth? I counter. This isn’t truth. This is a sensational slant to get readers. Admit it. That’s all this is. A ploy to solidify The Loftry Lantern and start making a name for yourself. Pure and simple.”

      The way her lips part as she gapes at me has my pulse pounding in my cock, making it twitch with every breath, every heartbeat.

      “I have integrity!” she finally cries out.

      “Integrity? If you had integrity, you’d do a better job at considering others before splashing such an inflammatory article about without a care. I swear,” I mutter under my breath. “It was so much easier back in the older days of Loftry.”

      “Why,” she sneers. “Because then you could control me like you’re trying to control the press?”

      “No, Miss Hartwell,” I bite out as calmly as I can. “It’s because back when Loftry was first founded, the Dean had the final say, and his word was law. If anyone so much as tried to fight back or argue, there were consequences.”

      “Censorship, you mean.” Her voice drips with disdain as she sneers at me.

      “Allow me to give you a small history lesson, Miss Hartwell.” I begin, leaning over the desk to look her straight in the eyes. “Back when Loftry was first founded, did you know what they did to recalcitrant students who would not fall in line? No? Allow me to elucidate it for you. They would receive the cane across their backsides. Thankfully, we have evolved past such archaic methods of discipline. But you tempt me, Miss Hartwell. You tempt me very much.”

      “Tempt you? Really? So cane me then,” she snaps out, crossing her arms as she oozes rebelliousness. “If that’s what will settle this between us, go ahead. Do your worst. See if I care.”

      “Oh,” I growl out, rising to my full height. “Miss Hartwell. Do not goad me. You will not like the result.”
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          Dean Anderson

        

      

    

    
      Just like a bratty teenager, she rolls her eyes. “Do not goad me,” she mocks. “How bad can it be?”

      “I’m assuming you’ve never had a spanking before?”

      With a smirk, she tosses her hair. “Me? I’m a perfect angel. I’ve never been spanked. There’s never been a need.”

      “Right. Daddy’s perfect little princess.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I don’t think you have it in you to actually do this. Deep down, you know I’m right, and this is censorship.”

      “You’re trying my patience, Miss Hartwell.”

      “Pity. What I’m trying to do is see if you’re actually being serious or if you’re all talk. But then, if I was a dean, I certainly wouldn’t go around caning students for standing up for what’s right.”

      “You know what?” I counter. “I think you’re trying to make me do something so you can make another inflammatory article. Only now, it will be about me and my heavy-handed ways, so you can try to get me fired. I think not. Nice try, Miss Hartwell, but you will not be successful. Many have tried to undermine me before, and it’s been met with a most disastrous end.

      Her eyes blaze as she leans over my desk and lifts her ass high in the air. “It’s not about that,” she hisses. “It’s about integrity,” she asserts again.

      “Integrity, is it? And that’s why you’re practically humping my desk, begging for me to discipline you?” The moment the words slip from my lips, I regret them.

      What I regret most of all, however, is the way her pupils dilate just a touch as her breath comes in short pants. As soon as I blink, she’s back to normal. Did I merely imagine it? Wishful thinking from an insane man?

      “Please,” she scoffs. “As if you can get me to feel anything sexual. I will not be swayed by you. I am here to defend my piece. And if that means I have to face your wrath, then so be it.”

      “And you’re absolutely sure? Because once I start, I will not finish until my point is thoroughly made.”

      She rises and tosses her hair back, a quick smile on her face. “I went to private institutions my whole life, Mr. Anderson. I’m not a stranger to corporal punishment. Granted, it was never applied to me, but I’ve seen things and heard stories. If it allows me to put the news out there in a fashion of my choosing, then I’ll undergo whatever archaic method makes you happiest.”

      Fascinating. Every word that comes out of her mouth is yet one more conundrum I wish to solve. “Very well.” Leaning over to the intercom, I buzz Shelaine in so that I have a witness to her agreeing to this.

      “Shelaine, you bear witness to the fact that Miss Hartwell is subjecting herself to corporal punishment based on her actions with the paper. Do you still agree to do this?”

      With a haughty toss of her head, she gives Shelaine a dazzling smile. “A point of correction and contention. I am not subjecting myself out of some need to atone. I have done nothing wrong. I am submitting myself to this archaic form of punishment as a means of protest to his censoring of the free press. I want that submitted to the record.”

      This time, I can’t resist the eye roll. “Such dramatics, Miss Hartwell. There is no tribunal. This is no record. This is an agreement between you and me. Shelaine merely bears witness to your agreement in case you wish to make this something it’s not.”

      “Whatever,” she mutters. “Let’s just get this over with so I can get back to the news desk.”

      “Very well.” Striding over to my armoire, I ease it open and allow my gaze to touch on all the implements.

      I can’t just pull out a cane. That will draw far more questions than I want to have answers to. This is not the time to divulge how much of a kinky fucker I really am.

      Instead, I reach for the Loftry paddle. No one can question why I have it. School spirit should be celebrated in all its various, deviant ways, after all.

      “Shelaine, demonstrate to Miss Hartwell how she is to stand at my desk and accept her punishment.”

      At that, the little reporter pales just a touch. “Wait. You’re serious? You’re going to fucking cane me?”

      “Language, Miss Hartwell. You will refrain from profanity while awaiting punishment in my office. And of course, I’m serious. Granted, it will be a school paddle and not a cane that will kiss your backside. So sorry to disappoint.”

      She turns to Shelaine. “You just let him paddle you? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Before my secretary can answer, I butt in. “No, she doesn’t. Because Shelaine is a good girl and doesn’t need any sort of reminders to keep her obedient. Shelaine, the desk.”

      Just as always, she eases her body over and grips the other edge, bending her in half and stretching her out. Ashleigh simply watches, her eyes so large and round I nearly drown in them. How I wish I could watch the emotions flit through them as I paddle her.

      “Thank you, Shelaine. That will be all. And please tell my five o’clock that I will be with him shortly. Just have to take care of a few things first.”

      “Yes, Mister Anderson.”

      Once the door clicks closed, I turn to Ashleigh. “This is your last chance to say no. Either leave and go change the article right now, or submit to my punishment for willfully disobeying me. Your choice.”

      My gaze locks onto hers as I toy with the button at the base of my sleeve. Does she even realize her eyes travel up my arm as I fold the crisp cloth, rolling it up to expose my forearm? I swear, I can almost hear her swallow as I flex my arm, showing off the strength flowing through my muscles.

      When I go to the other, a light blush fans her cheeks. I take my time, rolling up the fabric in a slow, methodical way. She can say what she wants, spout off any protest she wishes, but she’s entranced by this simple action.

      “Well,” I growl out, pulling her attention away from the bulging muscles as I make them dance with each minute movement. “What do you wish to do?”

      For a moment, she merely sputters. “You’re absolutely serious.”

      “Deadly.”

      “Well then, why stop there?” she cries out, her eyes clearing as if coming out of a trance. With a twist of her lips, she pulls her skirt up, exposing herself in a way I didn’t expect. “Why not go all the way and smack my bare ass? Hmmm? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Yet another pathetic attempt to gain control.

      My cock lurches forward as I glimpse her pale cheeks bisected by a dark red thong. Just the idea of turning her skin that same shade has precum pearling at my tip and smearing across my underwear. Fuck Doctor Andrew and his heavy-handed, but always correct ways. One of these days, I’ll deck his pompous ass.

      “I had no intention of striking your bare bottom. But if you insist, I’m more than willing to oblige. Grip the other side of the desk. I can take it from there.”

      As she reaches over, her limbs lengthen, stretching her taut. God, but she’s perfection. Even if she’s not so willing, she’s a vision of submission. How much lovelier would she be if she were taking my punishment with the practiced grace I’ve come to expect from the Society submissives?

      But then, part of me likes this show of defiance. I get off on it. It’s so different and unexpected. A challenge. Just as I’ve been wanting, craving even.

      As I stare down at her prone form, I resist the urge to reach out and caress her, to see if her pussy is as soaked as I imagine it to be. With her looking at me like this, I can’t just look down and check. Once I’m paddling her, though, I will certainly drink her in. Every. Fucking. Inch that I can see.

      She turns to look at me, her cheeks blazing with what I can only assume is anger. Soon, they will be just as red as her ass when I get through with her. Now I’m beginning to see what Grigori and James like so much about their brats. It’s exhilarating knowing that I will forcibly bend her to my will.

      Tisking softly, I gather the hem of her skirt and tuck it into the band of her thong. Not that I really need to. With her bent over like this, it comes about halfway up her ass, anyway.

      It takes every ounce of willpower not to make a donkey of myself right then and there. Do I want to punish her? Yes. But do I want to bury myself into her pussy even more? Fuck yeah, I do. All I can hope is that this show of defiance will somehow lead into far more devious actions. Ones I can use to bend her to my depraved will.

      “Last chance, Miss Hartwell. Will you yield?”

      She glances over her shoulder and glares at me. Her eyes speak of defiance and anger, but the way her jaw hangs slightly ajar speaks of lust. Pure and simple.

      “The free press doesn’t yield,” she retorts as her lips twist up into a ‘make me’ sneer.

      I want to laugh. Truly, I do. The whole thing is absurd. Comical even. The fact that I have little miss Ashleigh Hartwell face down and ass up on my desk over an article is just hilarious in a way I can’t even put into words.

      It should exasperate me. It should make me want to throttle her and cast her into the abyss of The Society where others can and will teach her to have manners and do so in the most agonizing way. But no. All it does is make me want her even more.

      A heavy sigh flits through my lips as I rest my palm against the curve of her ass cheek. It feels so wrong to touch her, but also so fucking right. Even as my thumb twitches, grazing her satiny-smooth skin, I simply want to devour her. Instead, I have to play the role of strict disciplinarian without any of the benefits of doing so.

      “The Loftry Lantern isn’t the free press, Miss Hartwell. It and your employment there lie in my good graces. And you’ll be smart to remember that. Nowhere does it say a university has to have a school paper. I merely humored you, giving you something productive to put your mind to. Do not make me regret it.”

      Before she can fire off with some quippy comeback, I raise my right hand and bring it soundly against her ass. Her soft yelp goes straight to my cock, making my balls clench as I watch her rise up onto her tippy toes in a pathetic attempt to get away.

      “You hit me!” she screeches as she twists her body around.

      “Yes,” I reply, keeping my voice calm and devoid of humor. “This type of punishment usually warrants a strike or two.”

      “But you did it with your hand! You’re supposed to use the paddle! This... This... This is inhumane,” she sputters.

      As I watch her, the thin veneer of bravery begins to crack, exposing the vulnerable girl underneath. Oh, how I wish to strip that mask fully from her so I can drink in every quavering inch. Soon. Oh, so achingly soon.

      “Inhumane? I beg to differ. If I had started with this paddle, you would be screeching about how painful it is and how abusive I’m being. Honestly, I was only thinking of your comfort.”

      This time, as her eyes and lips narrow, I do laugh. We both know I’m lying, but thankfully, she doesn’t seem to understand what it all means yet. There’s something so innocent, so questioning in her gaze.

      “I’m glad you find this funny. You’re not supposed to enjoy this. I sure as hell am not. Now please finish this so I can get the paper prepared for the printer before I miss the deadline.”

      “If you insist.”

      Without any preamble, I smack the other cheek. My insides clench as I watch her ass quiver from the blow. To Ashleigh’s credit, however, she takes this one like a champ. Nothing about her shows any sign of distress at how hard I smack her.

      Time to up the ante. Sliding my foot between hers, I kick them out a touch, forcing her to lean over even more to keep her balance. “That’s it. Spread your feet and turn in your toes until they’re at an angle.”

      “But why?” Her eyes sparkle with pure curiosity.

      “Because it prevents you from clenching, which in turn makes you feel the punishment all the more keenly.”

      “Sounds like you’ve done this before.”

      The truth lies heavy on my tongue. What would she think if she knew I initiated nearly every submissive that now is a part of The Society? Would it make her run screaming to the hills? Or would it increase this curiosity I see brimming at the surface?

      “I happen to be well read.” This, at least, isn’t a lie.

      “So I’m your first?”

      Is that a note of hopefulness in her tone? I have no idea what to do with that or where to even begin. This is such a dangerous game already, and her naivety is only making it worse.

      “Not quite. Now then, what is Loftry University’s stance on sensationalist journalism?” I growl, bringing her attention back to why I’m punishing her in the first place.

      It’s as if cold water douses her, reminding her to be angry and incensed. “That Loftry prides censorship over everything else.”

      “Wrong answer.”

      Hefting the paddle in my hand, I smack it across her left cheek, my lips twitching as a mournful howl drips from her lips.

      “That fucking hurts,” she whines as she twists back and forth, as if that will somehow alleviate the discomfort.

      Wishful thinking, pure and simple.

      “Language,” I bark out, tapping the offended cheek with the edge of the paddle. “I’ve already warned you about that. Unless you want me to wash your mouth out, you’ll be respectful.”

      She turns her head so she can look at me. Her eyes shine with unshed tears. “Well, it hurts. Okay?”

      “It’s supposed to. Now then. What is Loftry University’s stance on sensationalist journalism?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “I can do this all day. Can you?”

      With a swift flick of my wrist, I smack the other cheek. My balls ache as they draw up even tighter as I watch her dance around like an errant girl trying to squirm the pain away. There’s something so endearing, so utterly beguiling, watching her like this.

      Dammit. And I have a benefit dinner this evening. There’s no way I can ask donors for money while sporting the bluest of balls. If she were mine, I’d have her end the session with her smart lips wrapped around my hard cock. But it seems as if I’ll have to take matters into my own hands this time.

      Frustration gathers in my spine as I drag my gaze down to the gusset of her panties. Soaked. God, but she’s practically dripping. All I want to do is drop to my knees and yank her down on top of my face so I can taste her, devour her, and make her squirm for a completely different reason.

      Pulling back, I note her gaze. Still a bit of a spitfire. She’ll learn soon enough.

      “What is Loftry University’s stance on sensationalist journalism?”

      “Censorship,” she spits out again.

      “Truly? Is that the only word you can say?” I whack her again, putting a touch more oomph into it.

      “What else is there to say?” she shrieks, going back onto her tiptoes. “It’s censorship, no matter how you spin it.”

      “I’m not the one spinning anything.”

      Whack.

      “Your article is the very definition of slant.”

      “How dare you!” she cries out. “I have-“

      Whack.

      “Integrity,” I supply while keeping my tone as neutral as possible under the circumstances.

      Whack.

      “I know.”

      Whack.

      “You’ve spouted that nonsense far too many times.”

      Whack.

      I stare down at my handiwork as my cock pulses painfully behind my pants. The skin is mottled red and slightly swollen. She’ll definitely have trouble sitting as she redoes the article. As much as I want to continue, I seem to be getting nowhere.

      Even now, she still clings to this notion that she did nothing wrong. There’s no way I’ll be able to beat it out of her and still get ready for the benefit in time. Somehow, someway, she’ll be back in here. I can almost guarantee it.

      Tossing the paddle to the side, I ease her up and straighten her skirt. “That will be all. Change the article or don’t run it. Your advisor will give the yea or nay.”

      “This is unfair,” she mumbles as she smoothes out the errant wrinkles in her outfit.

      “Your protest is noted. Pull another stunt like this again, and you’ll be back in here for round two.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “My dear, Miss Hartwell. I can guarantee you, it’s a promise.”
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      Anger and arousal swamp my vision until I’m barely able to see straight. Blinking up at the dean, I study his handsome face, hoping he might feel just as much conflict as I do. But no. There’s nothing.

      He’s as stone cold as ever. It’s as if disciplining me didn’t affect him in the slightest. How is that possible?

      I watch, dumbstruck, as he rolls down his sleeves, covering his perfectly sculptured forearms. He doesn’t have any right to be this fucking hot. And the way he sounds all controlling and demanding as he speaks? Inappropriate. At least, that’s what my clit says as it throbs mercilessly.

      As much as I want to put my hand on my face to leach out the heat, I don’t want him to have any indication of the turmoil churning inside me. It’s already embarrassing enough to feel arousal pulsing through my veins, hot and thick. But to have him know it? Unthinkable.

      Grabbing the proof sheet from his desk, I storm out, not wanting to hear another word he has to say. Of course, he doesn’t let me get off that easily. As I reach the door, he grabs my arm and jerks me backward until I nearly fall into his arms.

      Is that what he wants? To have me so discombobulated that I’m at his mercy? But again, as I search his hooded gaze, he reveals nothing.

      “If you finish rewriting
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