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            For Mike—my brother and truly my best friend in the world. I love ya.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Chase Montclair stared out the window at the world below and prayed that the evil that yearned to infiltrate their lives would just disappear. But it would take more than prayer to lure the sick son-of-a-bitch out of the hole he had successfully hidden in for the past year. Erin and her brother had been on the defensive too long. It was time they took action and put an end to the madness.

         Chase walked over to the bed and looked down at the sleeping woman, the woman he was determined to make his in every sense of the word. He pulled back the covers and slipped in behind her. As if by instinct, she nestled in closer, pulling his arm around her, though she was still peacefully asleep. The valiant part of him told him to let her rest. But as he held her naked body close, breathing in the scent of her hair and feeling her soft curves shift beside him, all he could think about was having her all over again.

         He rolled her onto her back and gazed at her perfect body against pure-white sheets. His breathing hitched as he envisioned her in white, walking toward him, smiling only at him and because of him. Soon, he thought. Erin Whitley would be his wife.

         Chase pulled back the sheet, exposing her breasts, which seemed to heed his attention. She began to stir, which was a relief, since his cock throbbed and longed to be deep inside her heat. Not yet. He wanted to hear her. Nothing pleased him more than when she screamed with pleasure. He gently spread her legs and took in the glorious sight. She was beautiful…and wet. Even in her sleep, she was ready for him. He licked his lips and knelt down so his face was only millimeters from her tight, glistening nub. Chase inhaled her scent, which made him mad with desire. He suppressed a groan as he enjoyed the erotic silence, and licked at her clit. He felt her bottom buck into his hands and her fingers grabbed his hair in apparent need. With his tongue circling her clit, he looked up and she met his gaze. Though she had been asleep just moments ago, her eyes were crazed and it was clear that she was going to come very soon.

         “Oh God!” she whimpered.

         He wasn’t going to last either. Her cries of ecstasy were enough to make him spill even before he had a chance of getting inside her. Chase lapped at her, tasting her once more before standing up and pulling her to the edge of the bed. He lifted both her legs onto his shoulders and entered her in one determined thrust of his hips. In this position, he was so deep he swore he felt the lip of her womb with the tip of his cock.

         “Erin…baby!” He slid in and out of her, which prompted sounds from her that he had heard before, just not as loud, or as uninhibited. Her body thrashed against his as he pounded into her.

         She reached around and cupped his balls as they slammed against her with each forceful stroke. “Never enough. I want it all,” she panted.

         The combination of her words and the jolting sensations that tingled through his sack from the touch of her hand sent him into a frenzy. He knew exactly how she felt. He could never get close enough, never burrow deep enough. He would never get enough of her.

         “I love you,” he groaned.

         He felt her body quake and clench around him as she found her climax. With his name on her lips, he released his seed deep inside her, hoping one day very soon it would take root and grow into something, someone, he would cherish for the rest of his life.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         I could wake you up like that every morning. Just say the words.”

         Erin snuggled even closer, inhaling Chase’s heady scent and basking in the afterglow of yet another round of lovemaking. A girl could definitely get used to Chase’s version of a wake-up call.

         “I mean it. Every morning could be just like this,” Chase said, his tone serious.

         Erin didn’t realize that his initial statement warranted an answer. She thought he was just being playful before. Lying in his arms, she looked up at him and peered into eyes that matched his tone. She didn’t know how to respond. Or if she was even reading him correctly. Was he asking her what she thought he was asking? If she was wrong, she would feel like a total idiot. But just lying there saying nothing wasn’t productive either.

         She bit her lower lip and then just went for it. “Are you saying…asking me if we…” Erin stared into his dark blue eyes and noticed that although the seriousness still remained, it was joined by deep warmth and a hint of laughter. She swallowed as she gathered the courage to complete her question.

         “I’m asking you to move in with me. I want this every morning. Every moment of the day,” he said, his lips curling into a small smile.

         Erin exhaled as relief poured over her. She’d wanted so much not to be wrong. There was nothing she wanted more than to be with Chase morning, noon and night. She was just about to wrap her arms around his neck, smother him with kisses and exclaim, “Yes!” when reality set in. In her apartment, high up and secluded, it was easy to forget. There were things, ugly game-changing things, that needed to be discussed.

         “There are things we need to talk about first,” Erin said.

         Chase started to say something when Erin cut him off by putting her finger over his lips. “If, after our conversation, you still want me to move in, well…”

         “Okay, that’s fair,” he said, his voice muffled due to the finger that was still covering his lips.

         Erin smiled. He could be so damn sexy and commanding one moment and irresistibly cute the next.

         Focus. She had to focus. Lying in his arms was definitely not helping matters. She sat up and crisscrossed her legs. He too shifted in bed and replaced his smile with a look that told her that she had his full attention.

         “That last day in your lab…when I told you good-bye…I received a text from him.” Erin inhaled deeply. Chase’s hand covered hers, as if for encouragement to continue. Treat it like a Band-Aid, she thought. Just get it over with. He already knew the bulk of it and he was still here. That had to mean something. Didn’t it?

         “He told me that if I don’t stop seeing you, he will…” It’s not like she couldn’t find the words, she just didn’t want to hear herself say them aloud. But again, she realized that it was best if she opted for full disclosure. “He would hurt you…kill you.” Chase sat there, his expression revealing nothing. Erin cleared her voice as she prepared for the second part of the horrendous tale. “I believed him then and still do. He will follow through on his threat. He’s not just a rapist, Chase. He may be a killer. We don’t know for certain if Gabrielle committed suicide.”

         Chase’s eyes narrowed. “I want to see the text. All of them,” he said, his voice firm and businesslike.

         Erin stood and retrieved her purse. She pulled out her phone and handed it to Chase. It took only a moment for Chase to find the string of texts between herself and her rapist. Erin watched his hand clench the phone as he scrolled through her messages. The stoic, unwavering expression he had been wearing morphed into one of fury.

         “Paul told me that the police are no further along in catching this guy than they were last year, which is why, understandably, you are hesitant to continue to trust them with your life and sanity. But things have changed. This bastard has to be stopped.” Chase stood and threw her phone onto the bed.

         Erin nodded. She knew Chase was right. The situation had gotten out of control. It was too large for her to handle. She had been a fool to think she could have solved the problem on her own by buying a gun and luring him out of the city. She suddenly felt like that helpless woman in the cemetery again. Damn him!

         Chase must have sensed she was silently beating herself up because he sat down next to her and took her in his arms. “We’ll get through this. And when it’s over, you’ll never have to fear him again. I’ll make certain of it.” Erin didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to shed another tear over what had happened to her. But she found herself sobbing as he embraced her.

         “But…but he promises to kill you if we’re together. I could…never live with myself if anything ever happened to…you,” she said, between stuttered breaths.

         “Nothing will happen to me.” He reached up and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “And no one will keep us apart.”

         Erin nodded, though she kept her eyes closed in hopes of thwarting the tears from flowing.

         She felt two fingers lift her chin as he said, “But we need help, Erin. Even I can admit that.”

         Erin finally looked into his loving blue eyes. “I’m scared, Chase. For you…for Paul…for me. He’s a ghost, Chase. The police couldn’t help me then and as recently as this month, they have prepared me for the possibility that this piece of shit may never be caught.”

         Chase released her gently and stood. He walked over to the French doors that overlooked the balcony. “Okay, no police. But would you be comfortable talking to Andrew? He is ex–secret service and most likely has contacts within who are still active. I think he could help us nail down what we are up against.”

         Erin had known about Andrew’s previous position, but at the time she didn’t think it was wise to bring him in on the current situation. Of course he knew that she had been raped and was currently being stalked, but that was the extent of it. Up until this point, his only job was to protect her with his life, not dig, not analyze or compose a profile. But like Chase had said, things had changed. Relieved that they were bypassing the police, Erin nodded, giving Chase the go-ahead to involve Andrew even more than he already had been. But before she would disclose a solitary detail surrounding her rapist, she needed to talk to Paul.

         “I want to talk to Paul first. I want him to be on board with this,” Erin said.

         “I’ll call him…while you start packing,” Chase said with a smile. He walked toward the door, his cell phone in hand.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As Chase discussed the text that directed Erin to stay away from him and the possibility that Gabrielle’s death may not have been a suicide, it was clear from Paul’s expression that Erin had withheld some things from her brother. But Paul didn’t seem angry; instead, he appeared relieved, as if he was able to finally put some of the pieces of the puzzle together. Chase looked back and forth between Erin and her brother. This was definitely a conversation that should have been conducted over something stronger than morning coffee. But time was of the essence and it was crucial that Andrew was brought into the fold as soon as possible.

         “He will be discrete. I can promise you that,” Chase said with confidence.

         “I don’t doubt his competence, Chase. But…” Paul stopped, reached over the kitchen island and held Erin’s hand. “Is this what you want, Erin? Are you ready for this?”

         Erin gave Paul’s hand a squeeze. Chase marveled at just how close they were. He was thankful that she had had such a supportive and caring brother to lean on over the years.

         “Yes. If sharing what happened to me with Andrew will help stop the bastard and keep the men I love safe, than I am definitely ready for this.”

         Chase couldn’t hide the small grin that began to form at the mention of how she felt about him. He could never get tired of hearing Erin declare her love. And he would never tire of telling and showing her just how much he was in love with her.

         Paul sighed and then smiled. “About time you finally fessed up, Erin. I was getting worried that I was going to have to be the one to tell Chase you loved him. And believe me, that would have been awkward.”

         The sudden lighthearted comment from Paul was a welcome distraction from the seriousness of the conversation and the three of them laughed. Chase placed his arm around Erin’s waist and pulled her to his side. “As much as I appreciate your willingness to take one for the team, I must admit that I am thankful those words came from Erin and not you. No offense.”

         “None taken,” Paul said, chuckling. Paul shook Chase’s hand, as a symbol of final approval of the relationship.

         Erin’s smile seemed to brighten the entire room. Chase didn’t want that moment to end, but it was time. Chase looked at Erin and said, “Are you ready to talk to Andrew?”

         Erin took a deep breath. “With my two men at my side, how could I not be?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Last night, my mommy told my daddy to not let the door hit him where the good Lord split him. What does that mean?”

         Mia Ryan looked at her five-year-old student and searched her brain for the appropriate response. Mia had come to realize early on in her short career as a kindergarten teacher that nothing within the home was sacred. Embarrassing family secrets seemed to make their way into her classroom and were often shared at show and tell.

         “I think your mommy wanted your daddy to be careful not to walk into the door as he left your house,” Mia said, staring into Jessica’s big, round eyes.

         The little girl seemed to buy Mia’s quick response and smiled. Jessica then turned and joined her friends at the Lego table. Mia took a mental note to keep an eye on the child. Just in case.

         Mia shook her head, realizing that she would never shed her suspicious nature. Though she had left the police force over a year ago, she found herself always on alert and never accepting anything at face value. Ninety-nine percent of the time, comments and questions like Jessica’s were harmless and never materialized into anything of concern. But she needed to be ready and vigilant if that one percent ever walked into her classroom.

         Mia thought that her insatiable need to keep people safe would have been quelled when she left her position at the NYPD and started the career she had always dreamed of, even as a little girl, as a kindergarten teacher. But she had miscalculated the facts. Her unfinished business had followed her from one lifetime and into the next. She was on edge all the time, always looking over her shoulder for the one who got away. She had failed and those around her had paid dearly for her incompetence.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Andrew hadn’t seen his niece in over a month and was definitely feeling the guilt mount as he ascended the steps of the bungalow she had acquired when his brother, Tim, had passed. Even now, Andrew still couldn’t believe Tim was gone. He should have seen it coming.

         Tim and his wife, Joyce, were that picture-perfect couple that others strived to be. It was difficult to determine by just looking at them if they had been married for three weeks or thirty years. They had always seemed like two lovesick teenagers, never able to keep their hands off each other.

         When Joyce was killed, his brother withdrew from the world and as much as Andrew had tried to convince Tim that life was still worth living, the more Andrew pled life’s case, the more Tim would retreat into his dark place.

         The tragedy of it all was that Tim didn’t live long enough to discover the identity of his wife’s killer. Mia had worked day and night on her mother’s case, rarely sleeping, barely eating. The day Mia had solved the case, she rushed home to tell her pop that the killer had been identified and was in custody. Mia had walked into his bedroom and found him slumped over in bed. At first she had thought that he was just sleeping. But she quickly discovered an empty and unmarked container of pills on the floor beside him and knew that she would never feel the warmth of his eyes upon her or hear him say, as he so often did, how proud he was that she, his only child, had followed in his footsteps as a police officer.

         Andrew gave his typical rhythmic tap on the door and uttered his niece’s name. He heard the sound of nails scratching wood and a deep, husky bark. The door swung open, revealing a woman who had seen too much in her young life, but who was still strong enough to stand there with her hands on her hips and display a smile he had adored since she was a little girl. The screen door kept the furry newcomer from leaping into Andrew’s arms. The bark had deceived him. He had expected a German shepherd, a Rottie perhaps. But as he stared into the chocolate-brown eyes of a yellow Lab that was in that in-between stage of puppy and adult, Andrew concluded that Mia’s new sidekick was just a big old baby.

         “Uncle Drew, meet Henry,” she said.

         Andrew loved that Mia always picked up from where they left off. A week, a month, six months could go by and it was as if they had just seen each other. Mia had always been special to him. He remembered his weekly visits. Sunday-night dinner with his brother’s family had been a ritual he never grew tired of. The night had been spent talking about their past week and the days ahead. Tim would discuss his latest case and Andrew would share as much about his own experiences as he could without breaking confidence and scaring his young niece.

         But it had surprised and intrigued him to learn that Mia was not only fascinated with the stories her dad and uncle told, but she seemed to crave the details surrounding particular cases, especially the ones that appeared to have gone cold. She would ask question after question, all the while jotting the answers they gave into a black-marbled composition book. When she had finished with her interrogation, she would give her opinion, her take on the kind of criminal they were dealing with. As a youngster, she had been quick and insightful; as a teenager and young adult she had been alarmingly accurate, to the point Andrew knew she had a gift at profiling.

         Although Andrew kept his observations and admiration of her skill to himself, Tim made it obvious how proud he was of his talented daughter. His constant comments and coaxing about joining the force had started to wear on her, forcing her to make a decision between a career she had always wanted and one she saw as a hobby, although she loved participating with her dad and uncle on the weekends. In the end, her aspirations to be a teacher had prevailed and she left New York to attend Lehigh University in Pennsylvania. Andrew had made certain that they stayed in contact during her four years at college, even visited her on occasion when he found a break in his unrelenting schedule. She had grown into a beautiful young woman, with every opportunity within her grasp.

         And then the unthinkable occurred and every nightmare was realized. Her mother’s body was discovered under a large oak tree in Central Park. Joyce had been raped and strangled, as the hand marks around her neck indicated.

         Andrew had been the one to make the phone call. His brother had been too distraught, blaming himself for what had happened to his wife, for not being there to protect her. The night of the murder had been uneventful. Tim had been at work, patrolling. Joyce had just finished her twelve-hour shift at Jefferson Hospital as a NICU nurse. The cameras had time-stamped her departure from the hospital at seven eighteen in the evening. She was discovered in the park around midnight by two teenagers. The young couple had literally stumbled over her body while trying to find a secluded spot to make out.

         Despite his numerous pleas, Andrew could not convince Mia to stay put, at least for that night. She had made the ninety-minute drive in a little over an hour. The moment she had walked into her parents’ home, he knew something inside of her had snapped. Mia’s eyes had been bloodshot and crazed. He had tried to console her, but she wouldn’t have it. She had rushed into her parents’ bedroom, where she found her dad crying. She had knelt down, taking his head into her arms, and wept with him.

         Andrew had expected Mia to spend some time at home after the funeral. But the weeks turned into months and it was apparent that Mia had no intention of returning to Pennsylvania, despite the fact she had been offered her first teaching position at some picturesque elementary school in the mountains. His suspicions were confirmed when she blurted out over dinner one Sunday night that she was joining the force. He remembered the look on Tim’s face. He had actually smiled, though his joy could not completely extinguish the despair in his eyes.

         Four months had passed and the police weren’t any closer to finding out who had killed Joyce. The case was growing colder with each passing day. A month prior, the NYPD had forced Tim’s hand and made him take early retirement. At the time, Andrew had thought it was best that his brother was no longer in the trenches and had been removed from such a morbid environment. But the moment Andrew had learned that his brother had killed himself, he questioned whether all that extra time on his hands only expedited his death, significantly reducing his reasons to wake up in the morning.

         Andrew remembered paying Mia a visit the night before she had left for training. He had hugged her, whispering words of encouragement. Alone in her bedroom, her dad safely in the kitchen cooking meatballs—an activity he hadn’t engaged in since Joyce’s passing—Mia finally had let her guard down and sobbed into his chest. She didn’t tell him why she was crying. She didn’t have to.

         “Don’t tell him, Uncle Drew.”

         “You don’t have to do this. This is not your dream, Mia.”

         “But I have to find the bastard. He’s out there somewhere. Besides, look how happy, how proud my dad is. I haven’t seen him look so alive since my mom…” she said, not allowing herself to finish.

         “You would make him proud in whatever you do, whichever field you choose. Can’t you see that?” Andrew asked, pleading with her to understand.

         Mia shook her head. “I can do this for my dad. I’m going to find him; you’ll see,” she said, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. Attempting to compose herself, she cleared her throat and forced a smile.

         Her decision had been made. There was no changing her mind. Andrew knew from the look in her eyes that there was no turning back. “I’m here for you, sweetheart. You know that, don’t you?”

         “Yeah, I do,” she said, hugging him tightly.

         He embraced her, allowing the chapters of her life to play in his mind at a speed he wanted so much to slow down and repeat over and over again. He remembered her first day of school and how she waved at him and her parents as she galloped onto the school bus with confidence. He recalled the night Mia had come home from school crying because Jason Wyatt had broken up with her through a note passed during gym class. His frown quickly turned into a smile at the memory of her scoring the game-winning basket in the girls’ state championship. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face for an entire week after that.

         With no children of his own, Andrew felt that Mia was more of a daughter to him than a niece. Although Andrew struggled to keep it together, he knew he had to stay strong, for both of them. “You are most definitely my favorite niece,” he said, trying desperately to lighten the conversation.

         “Not a difficult feat since I’m your only niece,” she said, chuckling and sniffling at the same time.

         “Quite a watchdog you got there. I should be careful that he doesn’t lick me to death,” Andrew mocked.

         “Henry can be intimidating when he wants to be,” Mia said, patting the big galumph on the head. With the dog’s ears plastered back and his tail wagging incessantly, he couldn’t look any more submissive.

         “I’ll take your word for it.”

         Mia opened the screen door, unleashing the gentle giant. He jumped up. Just as Andrew suspected, he was mauled and licked repeatedly. “Down, Henry!” Mia scolded. When she realized that Henry’s excitement was nowhere close to dying down, she bribed him with a treat and put him in one of the bedrooms.

         Andrew looked around the quaint home and realized that Mia hadn’t changed anything in regards to the décor, with the exception of Henry. He didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing that the house appeared as if it was trapped in time. Andrew suspected it was the latter. He decided he would talk to his niece about her living situation, but not now. At the moment, there was something he needed to propose. It was a risk; he wasn’t going to waste a moment denying it. The assignment he was asking her to take on would either unleash the demons she tried desperately to keep at bay and send her spiraling, or free her from the pain and guilt she harbored. Even as he uttered the words, he was still on the fence as to whether he was making the right decision.

         “I have a favor to ask, sweetheart.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Scott Morris’s attention was divided. And he did not like it one bit.

         The scene before him should have brought him satisfaction, as it had on so many occasions. He had just informed the young man in his office that his cancer was in remission. The man stood and, with tears in his eyes, thanked his doctor. Scott smiled in return and told his patient that he wished to see him every six months from here on out. He would always need to be monitored, but for now, he was in the clear. The man shook his hand and practically skipped out of his office.

         Scott had cleansed his patient of the filth that had infested his body. Another creature made clean because of him. That was what was important. Not the patient’s happiness or appreciation that he would live to see another day. It made no difference to him that the young man had a wife with a child on the way. Or that now, because of Scott’s skills and attention to detail, the child would grow up with a father.

         Scott was growing restless, a state that he was not at all comfortable with. Because it was during these times, when his typical patient and meticulous nature was compromised, that he could make a mistake.

         Control, Focus, Control…Act.

         He repeated the words over and over. Scott had made up his mind in those early hours when Chase Montclair had not reemerged from his Angel’s apartment building. Erin had blatantly disobeyed him. She and her lover needed to be punished. There was no way to avoid that outcome. He knew from experience that he wouldn’t be able to move on to the next one until the current situation was resolved.

         There was a knock at the door.

         “Come in,” he said.

         “Dr. Morris, I apologize for disturbing you. But would you be able to take a call from a Dr. Dennis Thompson?”

         Scott looked at his secretary. He had gone through three in the past five months. A combination of job incompetence and an aura of filth had surrounded each woman who dared to assume the role as his secretary. So he was pleased when Ms. Beatrice Foley had taken the job. She was a widow, and from his very brief encounters with her, she appeared to lead a simple life. She also minded her own business. A definite plus, considering.

         “Yes, I had reached out to him earlier to discuss a case. Please put Dr. Thompson through,” Scott said, returning Beatrice’s smile.

         Beatrice nodded and left his office. Moments later his phone rang. “Dennis, thank you for getting back to me.” Scott consulted with the world-renowned doctor, asking his opinion on a treatment schedule he wanted to implement for a patient of his. The type of cancer his patient had was fast moving and all encompassing. He needed to eradicate it quickly, but wanted the other doctor’s take on this rare and deadly form of cancer. Scott was able to swallow his pride and accept guidance, if it resulted in a clean patient at the end of the day.

         “Scott, I’m glad you called. I was meaning to reach out to you. I apologize that I was unable to attend your father’s funeral. Mitchell was a wonderful man and will truly be missed.”

         Scott sat back in his leather swivel chair. “Thanks, Dennis. I still can’t believe he’s gone,” he said, giving the man the socially appropriate and expected response.

         “Listen, Scott, a few of my colleagues are going hunting for a few days. Not sure if you hunt, but I was wondering if you wanted to get away for a while, get your mind off of things? I have a cabin upstate, nothing glamorous, but it has the necessities.”

         Scott’s immediate reaction was to say no thank you. But before he blurted out such a knee-jerk response, he thought about it for a split second.

         When one door closes, another opens.

         “You know, I think I’ll take you up on that. A little time away would be good,” he said, his voice fitted with a touch of contrived sadness.

         “Excellent. I’ll call you later with the details. Unfortunately, I have a patient waiting for me.”

         “Not a problem, Dennis. We’ll talk soon.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Having second thoughts?”

         Erin realized she had been attempting to hang up the same frustrating silk blouse in her side of the closet for at least a minute. Although the fabric would not cooperate and kept slipping off the hanger and onto the floor, Erin knew she was distracted, making the menial task at hand that much more cumbersome.

         Erin dropped the shirt, allowing it to pool into a delicate heap on the floor, and turned to face Chase. She took him in, devouring him from head to toe. Though he wore his favorite worn jeans and a simple t-shirt, he looked beautiful and ready to be kissed. As much as she wanted to tear out of his closet, their closet, and tackle him onto the bed, she needed to get that worried look off of his face…and fast.

         “Second thoughts?” she asked.

         “About us moving in together?” he asked, his expression growing more serious by the second.

         Erin sighed. He actually thought that she was reconsidering moving in with him? Well, if that was the case, she needed to clear up his misperception real quick. She closed in on him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Erin breathed in his scent, a combination of soap and pure maleness, and moaned in appreciation. She gave his ear a gentle nip before caressing his neck with strategically placed kisses.

         “Erin, they will be here any moment. You know we won’t be able to finish what we…” Erin cut him off with a kiss to the mouth and he groaned. Those admirable seconds of restraint were forgotten as he thrust his hands into her hair and reciprocated with his own hot kiss. She was so hungry for him, so needy, that she couldn’t wait to get to the bed. She wanted him right there in front of the French doors, where the moon could spill in and illuminate his perfect body. Erin yanked off her tank top and easy-access yoga pants and stared at him.

         “God, you’re beautiful…and mine,” he said, taking off his shirt and pants.

         He was ready for her. He was always ready for her. She sank to her knees and licked her lips. The head was glistening with glorious anticipation. She needed to taste him, feel his essence on her tongue. With her hands firmly cupping his ass, she lapped at the mounting beads of liquid. Erin could feel her own wetness give way, and it shamelessly spilled over onto the insides of her thighs. She was just about to take him deep when he lifted her to her feet, bent her over the love seat, and slid into her.

         Erin gasped, not from pain or shock, but from pure pleasure. His fingers massaged her ass while his cock found her core with each expertly driven thrust. She cried out, feeling every sensation at once. She started to look over her shoulder, to catch a glimpse of him as he worked her body and took what she happily offered, but stopped short when she caught a glimpse of their reflection in the glass of the balcony door. Though the image lacked distinct definition or detail, their lovemaking was firmly captured and she marveled at the sight.

         “Oh baby,” he groaned, rocking into her.

         The sound of his voice was the only thing that could steal her attention from the couple in the window. “Go ahead and watch, my love. I want you to see how your body welcomes me in…how your body aches to be claimed.” Her embarrassment for being caught was instantly replaced with burning desire when she looked into his eyes.

         She didn’t need to be told twice. Erin was anxious to return her gaze to the erotic image in the windowpane. She felt and saw Chase’s hand release her ass and navigate to her belly and then lower. His breathing became labored as he continued to pound into her from behind. Erin felt two fingers gently stroke the taut nub between her folds. Her body had been on the brink of climax, but the moment he started to caress her clit, she knew she had only moments. She threw her head back and pleaded for him to come with her.

         “Chase, come with me…please!” she begged.

         “I’m with you, baby. Now watch how you make me come,” he said, his voice strained.

         Erin looked back at the window. She saw his eyes close as his thrusts became more intense. The look on his face, the raw emotion he made no attempt to conceal, brought forth her own orgasm and she finally let go. As he pumped into her, his warmth flooding her body, she watched him mouth the words, “I love you.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Mia’s instincts told her to run. Sprint was more like it. But she didn’t. And how could she? Her uncle had never asked her for a favor before. In all her years, he had never once asked her for a single thing. There was no way she could turn him down. He needed her. Uncle Drew, a man who never seemed to need or want anything, needed her help now. Mia wasn’t about to disappoint him, the man who had been like a second father to her.

         Uncle Drew greeted her as she entered Chase Montclair’s penthouse. Although he gave her a kiss on the cheek, she knew he was all business. She felt his firearm beneath his perfectly pressed suit as she hugged him.

         “Thanks for coming, sweetheart. If this becomes too difficult for you, just tell me.” His eyes grew soft. “I’ll find another way to find this son-of-a-bitch if this case…brings up too many memories.” Uncle Drew touched her chin with his two fingers and held it steady. Mia got the feeling that he was looking for something, a sign, perhaps, that she was too fragile, too vulnerable to take on the responsibility.

         Mia held his gaze and smiled. Her demons might stir in the wee hours of the morning, interrupting her sleep with nightmares, but while awake and lucid she was somehow able to carry on with life. “Let’s get to work,” she said. His hand fell away. He returned the smile and led her to what appeared to be an office. Although the room had the essential office décor, computer, phone, desk and the like, it was also a space that required those occupying its walls to be comfortable. Her eyes were drawn to the two plush couches and matching chair positioned in front of a set of French doors. The room was saturated in earth tones, from the color of paint on the walls to the thick Oriental rug at her feet. While the office definitely gave off a more masculine feel, her sense of smell detected a floral scent, which complimented the room perfectly.

         Mia walked farther into the room. She withdrew her composition book and a pen from her canvas bag and placed the bag on the floor next to the chair. Mia remembered how she initially felt when she received that bag as a Christmas gift from one of her students. She thought that sporting a bag that said #1 Teacher would make her feel self-conscious, as if she had bought it for herself and was bragging. It had taken her less than a day to carry that bag with pride and to realize how silly she was being.

         “I’ll tell Ms. Whitley and Mr. Montclair that you have arrived.”

         But before Uncle Drew could turn around, Mia was hit with a wave of that floral scent. “Ms. Ryan, thank you for coming.”

         Mia stared at the couple in the doorway and smiled. The woman—Erin, she could only assume—wore gray yoga pants and a fitted t-shirt. With her feet bare, her hair in a ponytail and her face free of any obvious makeup, she looked young and fresh. Mia took notice that Mr. Montclair’s hand never left the small of her back as they walked toward her.

         “Not a problem,” she said, smiling at the couple and then at her uncle. Mia couldn’t help but think that Uncle Drew appeared worried. She gave him a look, one that was meant to relieve him, one that told him: I’m fine, I can do this.

         He nodded, though she was unsure if he really believed her. “I’ll be right outside…if you need me,” Uncle Drew said. He looked at the couple, but Mia knew the message was for her and her alone.

         “Thanks, Andrew,” Erin said, smiling warmly. There was genuine respect and appreciation behind those two words. Mia liked Erin already.

         “Please call me Mia.” she said.

         Erin chuckled. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve asked, no begged, your uncle to call me by my first name.”

         “Stop trying. He won’t budge on that. One of his many self-made rules,” Mia said. “I imagine the formality enables him to stay focused. Whatever the reason, he is great at what he does.”

         “Very well, I will stop harassing him,” Erin said with a sigh. “That is, if you call us by our first names.”

         “Done,” Mia said, smiling.

         “I trust Andrew expressed not only our desire, but our absolute need, to keep this matter between us. It is of the utmost importance,” Chase said firmly. He led Erin to the couch. She immediately sat down, tucking her feet behind her. He put his arm around her and drew her close. He was her protector. A presence not to be reckoned with. His devotion to her was obvious, as was her love for him.

         Mia sat in the chair opposite them. “I know my uncle told you that I was a profiler for the NYPD, but have since left the force.” Mia eyed them closely, contemplating how much she should tell them. She knew her uncle. He would never have disclosed much more than that. He respected her privacy.

         Despite just meeting this man and woman, she couldn’t help but trust them. Although it was out of character for her to establish trust with someone so quickly. The years on the force, her mother’s murder, and her father’s suicide had left her guarded. And that was putting it lightly. “But now…well, now I teach twenty-five kindergarten children how to read, write and color. I show them how to play nicely and take turns. I am also assisting a handful of children in mastering the art of going on the potty consistently. My life has changed and I’m grateful for that.” She cleared her throat. The next admission was a bit more difficult. “But I still think like a profiler…despite my time away. My uncle asked me to help you. You can trust that I’ll do everything I can.” Mia opened her composition book and dated the page. “And as for discretion, let’s just say that my uncle and I are cut from the same cloth in that regard.”

         Chase squeezed Erin’s hand and leaned back a few inches. He appeared satisfied with that response.

         “It’s essential for me to interview everyone involved. And it’s of even greater importance that I speak to each person separately.”

         “Well, that shouldn’t take too long. The only people who know about…about the rape are Chase, Andrew and my brother, Paul.” Erin shifted in her seat, which only made Chase pull her closer to him.

         Mia quickly secured her mask, her impenetrable poker face. Her heart quickened at the mention of the heinous crime, a crime that was too close to home. Breathe, Mia. You can do this.

         Chase suddenly appeared uncomfortable. “I thought that you would talk to us…you know…as a group?”

         Mia shook her head and closed the book. “Look, it took me all of two seconds to conclude how much you two care for one another.” Erin smiled and her cheeks took on a rosy glow. “And it is for that reason that I need to talk to you separately.”

         Chase’s eyes narrowed. He was not pleased. “I think I should stay…for support.”

         He was not going to win this. Mia had a feeling that it was a rare occurrence for Chase Montclair to be told no. “Your presence may force Erin to censor her recollection of the crime. Details may be omitted to spare your feelings. Chase, you need to have faith that I know what I’m doing.” His jaw clenched as she stared at him. “In my experience, it’s those details, those seemingly unimportant and many-times disturbing clues, which enable me to zero in on the suspect.”

         “Chase, I’ll be just fine.” Erin gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and a pat on the thigh.

         With his jaw slackened only slightly, he didn’t appear convinced. “Okay. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me. Can I get you ladies anything to drink? Water? Coffee?”

         “I’m good. Thank you, anyway,” Mia said.

         “Me too,” Erin said.

         Chase sighed. His excuse to return to the office and be present for Erin’s interview was squashed on the spot. Chase stood and walked toward the door. But before he made his exit, he turned and said, “Take care of my girl, Mia.”

         Erin blushed.

         Mia couldn’t help but feel envious of their relationship. She wondered if she would ever find something even remotely resembling the love and devotion she had just witnessed between Chase and Erin. The chances were slim considering her tendency to shut out the world. The truth was that she was a functional hermit. She may go to a job she loved during the day, shop for food, and run errands like a normal person, but that was all a façade, an illusion that she was living a fulfilling life.

         The sound of the door closing signified that the session had begun. Exhilaration and trepidation were competing for dominance. Mia had always enjoyed the challenge, the moment when all the pieces of the puzzle were laid out haphazardly, pleading with her to make them fit. But now the typical excitement she felt at the onset of a case was clouded by her own fear. It was impossible for her not to think about her mother. There would be similarities, details that would trigger painful memories she needed to keep tucked away.

         Mia looked at the woman across from her. Though Erin’s eyes radiated warmth, Mia couldn’t mistake that familiar shadow, a shadow that threatened to snuff out the light. Erin needed her help. And that meant putting her own issues aside. Actually, it meant stuffing her demons further into that dark chasm, where they couldn’t interfere and taint the present.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Erin watched Mia scribble furiously into her composition book and wondered what kind of person chose to profile. Mia’s motivation and her skill to listen, analyze and identify intrigued Erin. She suspected that Mia had a story of her own, one that was rarely told.

         They spent the first hour discussing the years leading up to the rape, which included her parents’ passing. Erin told Mia about the night she learned they had drowned. She found herself going into vivid detail when she explained how her brother had looked as the police officer informed her that they were gone. With his eyes bloodshot, his body in shock, Paul Whitley had stood there as if the current reality was just a cruel delusion. Erin moved on and talked about how Professor Farrell, Josh Graham and a handful of other college friends had helped her through that dark period of her life.

         “Talk to me about Josh,” Mia said.

         Erin instantly felt guilty. He had visited her a couple weeks ago and had helped her move into her apartment. They had spoken only once since then. Yes, she had a lot going on, between her relationship with Chase and the rapist at large, but still. Would it kill her to pick up the phone and say hi to an old friend? She needed to rectify that situation. Erin mentally put that on her to-do list.

         “We met in Chemistry class during freshman year. We were both premed, so we shared a lot of the same classes throughout our years at Penn. He was, is, a good friend, though I have made little attempt to stay in touch.”

         “Were you always just friends?” Mia asked.

         It was a fair question and she’d suspected that Mia was going there. “Yes, it was always platonic.”

         “Did he ever want your friendship to morph into something else?”

         “No, I don’t think so. If he did, he never let on.” Erin laughed. “Let’s just say that he never gave me reason to believe that he was secretly pining for me. He never hid his relationships, or encounters, with women from me.”

         “So, Josh was a player?”

         Erin shook her head. The word “player” sounded so ugly. He may have dated many women, but he didn’t dupe them or give them the impression that he was looking for anything long-term. “No, I wouldn’t call him that. I mean, yes, his bed was rarely empty, but he never used manipulation to get them there. He didn’t have to.”

         “Okay. Tell me about your other college friends.”

         It didn’t take very long to discuss the friends she had acquired at Penn. It was a very short list, which was what Erin had preferred.

         The conversation drifted to Erin’s volunteer work at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. She spoke in greater detail about her original career aspirations and the wonderful opportunity she was given to work alongside Dr. Mitchell Morris.

         “I attended his funeral this past week.”

         “Oh, I’m so sorry, Erin.”

         Erin smiled weakly. “Thanks. It was just so sudden. I saw him the night before he died at a benefit. Dr. Morris had looked pale and just…off. A few days later, his son came to my work and told me that his father had fallen down the steps in his home in Philly, where he succumbed to his injuries.”

         Mia’s pencil stopped its mad scribbling and hovered over the lined paper. “Did you know Dr. Morris’s son prior to this?”

         “Dr. Morris’s son, Scott, is also a doctor. We met at CHOP over a year ago in his father’s office. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since. We were recently reintroduced at the Maya Montclair Foundation benefit last week.”

         Mia tapped the eraser end of her pencil against her book. “Describe him for me, Erin.”

         Erin hesitated.

         “I estimate him to be over six foot, brown hair, brown eyes…clean-cut. He comes across as a little arrogant.”

         “Would you describe him as handsome?”

         “Although he’s not my type, I imagine he doesn’t have difficulty finding women.”

         “So, he is attractive and a doctor. What makes him not your type?” Mia asked, her voice curious.

         Erin shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t know exactly, but something about Scott Morris turned her off.

         “Is it because he’s arrogant?”

         “Possibly…not sure.”

         Mia turned a page in her book and sat up straight. Mia either sensed Erin’s reluctance to talk about Scott Morris, or she found him not worthy to discuss further, because she switched gears and asked her about the night she was raped. Erin knew that this was coming, that everything they had discussed this past hour and a half was leading up to full and complete disclosure regarding the rape itself.

         Erin must have appeared nervous, because Mia asked, “Erin, would you like to take a break?”

         “No. I want to tell you what happened. It’s just…”

         Mia stared at her as if contemplating her next move, her next question to unload. Suddenly, Mia spoke. Erin’s instincts had been correct. Mia most definitely had a story to tell.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Mia knew that disclosing a piece of her past would bring Erin comfort, putting her at ease and making her more willing to share critical information pertaining to the night in question. Mia rarely resorted to such a tactic. And it wasn’t a tactic that was driving her now. Rather, it was the selfish need to share some horrible things with another breathing soul.

         “Did my uncle tell you why I left the force?”

         “No, he is rather tight-lipped,” Erin said.

         Mia nodded, knowing just how discreet he could be. “I joined the force shortly after my mother was raped and murdered. I worked on her case for two years before we found her attacker. But I was too late. My father, in his grief, took his own life. I resigned some time later and resumed my pursuit of landing a teaching position.”

         Mia expected to find Erin in a state of disbelief or a little shocked at what she had just admitted. Instead, Erin sat there, listening attentively, unfazed, as if she somehow expected that Mia’s closet was riddled with skeletons.

         “You see, it was in the details, those small, seemingly inconsequential details, that I discovered the identity of my mother’s attacker. They often make all the difference, Erin.”

         Erin nodded. “I’m so sorry, Mia. I had no idea…I mean…I can’t imagine that this is easy for you. Thank you for coming here to help me…to help us.”

         Mia smiled. She now understood why her uncle sought her out. Though the beautiful woman in front of her was intelligent and a fighter, she would never rest comfortably until the man who had raped her was captured, or better yet, silenced.

         Erin exhaled and unleashed the events of that night in excruciating detail. Mia was thankful that Chase had kept his distance and had not insisted on staying. No boyfriend, fiancé, or husband should know the intricacies of how his woman had been violated. Erin described how he looked, smelled and tasted. She told Mia what he had whispered to her, that he knew her by name, that he had been waiting for her. Mia was impressed that she was able to recount so many details after a year’s time. She jotted the details down in her composition book for future review. Right now, she just wanted Erin to talk, unload actually, everything she could remember.

         But it wasn’t without consequences. After two hours of interrogation and recall, Erin was spent. Mia didn’t want to end the session, but she also knew that it wasn’t wise to probe or question someone if her mind was tainted by exhaustion. It could skew Erin’s recollection of events. It was best to come back when she was fresh.

         “Erin, you did great tonight. I have enough to get started.”

         Erin stifled a yawn. “You’re leaving already?”

         Mia smiled. “We’ve been at this for over two hours.”

         Erin’s eyes widened. “Two hours! Are you kidding me?”

         “I’m not kidding you. We will need to put a little more time in, though. Can I come over tomorrow?” Mia put her book and pencil in her bag and stood.

         “Of course.” Erin rose from the couch and walked her to the door.

         “I’ll need to speak with your brother and Chase as well. Will they be available?”

         “Don’t worry, I’ll make certain of it,” Erin said. “But I must warn you, my brother isn’t very forthcoming. He will give you the facts and answer your questions, but will not elaborate. And…well…he doesn’t trust easily.”

         “Is he a lawyer by any chance?” Mia asked.

         Erin laughed. “Andrew said you were competent at what you do.”
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