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            Chapter One

         

         The city was changing, the rigidity of the work day slowly unraveling and melting into night. Chase Montclair powered on the wall of screens and sat back in his leather swivel chair. He’d loosened his tie and started to roll up his sleeves when he saw her.

         He reached for the intercom. “Lydia, please come here.”

         His secretary was at the doorway of his office within seconds. “Mr. Montclair, what do you need?” Lydia was old enough to be his mother. Her maturity and refined beauty were exactly what he wanted in a personal secretary. But her most coveted quality, the trait that Chase needed above everything else, was her loyalty. Her dedication to him was unwavering. And he couldn’t…wouldn’t have it any other way.

         “Who is she?” Chase pointed to the screens on the far wall. Each monitor played the same image. Lydia stared at the large center screen. It took only moments for her to identify the mystery woman. Lydia made it a priority to know everyone on staff at Montclair Pharmaceuticals because Chase didn’t have the time or desire to acquaint himself with the company’s peons, though he did check on them every so often via monitor to ensure that they were doing their jobs and living up to his standards.

         “She works in research and development. Her name is Erin Whitley.”

         He liked the sound of her name. It was both feminine and strong. Chase watched the woman tap the tip of her pen against the desk and then bring it to her lips. Her eyes remained fixed on her computer screen. There was a quiet confidence in her gaze, but there was also something lonesome about her.

         “Bring her to me tomorrow…after my five o’clock,” he said, rolling up his other sleeve. “And ask her to supply me with her latest report.” Lydia bowed her head and left without uttering a word.

         Chase had never sought out an employee to satisfy him sexually. An office relationship would be an unnecessary distraction. Instead, he chose to fulfill his needs with women he didn’t need to see on a regular basis, women who didn’t get attached or require him to give more than he was capable of providing. After what had happened last year, it was best he check his feelings at the door and enter each sexual relationship emotionally barren.

         Chase stood up and walked over to the monitors. He watched the woman closely, his intrigue growing. Only a small strip of fabric fell below her lab coat, followed by long, athletic legs and black high heels. Her blond hair was pulled into a smart ponytail, though he could imagine what it looked like unbound, when she threw her head back at the moment of climax. The thought of her beneath him, in nothing but those high heels, aroused him. He felt his trousers grow tight around his mounting erection. And it only got worse when Erin Whitley rose from her chair and started to walk toward the other side of the lab. The swing of her hips and the sight of that tight little ass made his cock beyond stiff, and he determined that he would need to remain seated when she arrived tomorrow.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         It’s not you, it’s me?’ Is that what I’m going to hear next?” Paul asked, half-sarcastic, half-hurt.

         “I think it’s time.”

         Erin had told her brother that the arrangement wouldn’t be permanent when she moved in, but she was aware that Paul would try with everything he had to convince her not to move out. He had always been overprotective, even when they were kids. But things were different now and he often took his overprotective nature to an unhealthy level. She remembered how he’d grilled her after her first day on the job. Paul wanted to know who was in her department, if they were male, if anyone gave her the creeps. Erin wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he hadn’t believed her when she told him that her colleagues appeared normal and had gone ahead and conducted a background check on every individual in research and development. Erin wondered what Paul’s reaction would be if she actually made plans to meet up with a friend and behave like a typical twenty-five-year-old single woman. Would he be tempted to pat down the poor unsuspecting friend who dared to have a drink with her or encourage her to have a social life? He had dropped Josh’s name a few times over the past several weeks.

         Erin’s life was painfully simple. She woke up, went to work, worked out, picked up dinner from Whole Foods and came home to an empty apartment. Her brother often worked late due to his first-year status at the law firm. He was putting in all kinds of crazy hours, hoping it would pay off in the end. And it would. He always landed on both feet.

         “Erin, the plan was for you to live with me while you went to med school.”

         Erin had put med school on hold, maybe indefinitely. Her desire to be a doctor had been extinguished months ago, and she wasn’t going to enter med school now and attempt it half-assed. But her decision to suspend her dream plagued her, so much so that it had become a recurring theme in therapy in recent months. Dr. Cahil had to be sick of hearing her bitch about how it enraged her to think of her former classmates attending medical school one minute, and the next do a one-eighty and adamantly defend her choice to work at Montclair Pharmaceuticals.

         Her heart pounded as she tried to retrieve the words she had practiced in therapy, but they weren’t coming. The panic started to percolate, but she fought through it and said, “Sometimes, plans…change.” She forced a smile, which seemed to prompt him to stand down. His skeptical expression softened and she knew she had him.

         “I need this, Paul.”

         Paul got up from his chair and grabbed a beer and a bottle of Chardonnay from the fridge. He poured her a heaping glass of the chilled wine and then opened the Heineken for himself. They stood at the island in their modern kitchen and stared at each other, wondering who would break the silence. As always, Erin gave in first. She didn’t want tension between them. But more importantly, she needed him on her side, she needed him to support this.

         “I just need to start my life. That’s all. I already found an apartment and I want you to come see it, make sure it lives up to your standards.”

         He took a hearty swig and set his beer on the counter. “Right now?” he asked with a raised brow.

         Stay strong. You can do this. Pull up your big-girl panties, strap on a set, whatever you need to do, but don’t back down.

         “Yes, as a matter of fact. Right now.” Erin grabbed her wine glass and Paul’s hand.

         He was just about to reach for his coat when she stopped him. “No need. But bring your beer.”

         His brow relaxed but his eyes had grown squinty and suspicious…and very lawyer-like. They reached the elevator and Erin pressed the circle for the seventh floor. Paul was leaning against the elevator wall with his arms crossed and staring at her. His penetrating gaze was relentless and she quickly looked away. She reached inside her hoodie pocket and withdrew the silver key. She held on to it, squeezing it into her palm until the metal was warm and saturated with her sweat. They descended three floors and when the doors opened, Erin led him down the hallway to apartment 715. She took a deep breath and attempted to unlock the door, but the key slipped through her trembling fingers. Although she couldn’t see his face, she could feel Paul behind her, analyzing her. She shook her head in self-disgust and bent down to retrieve the key. She jammed the key in the lock and threw open the door.

         Erin already had it painted with soothing earth tones and even had the living room and bedroom fully furnished. Not that it was a tremendous feat. Ethan Allen deserved most of the credit. With a few clicks of the mouse and a confirmation number, an espresso queen-sized bed frame and quilted mattress and matching bureau and nightstand had been delivered and assembled. A visit to Target.com resulting in artwork, two lamps and bedding completed the clean, earthy look. Erin shut the door behind them and Paul instantly went to the windows and checked the locks, analyzed the front door for any potential problems and surveyed the rest of the apartment without a word. Finally, he put his beer on the granite countertop in the kitchen and sat on one of the bar stools.

         “So, I have no say in the matter? You’ve made your decision?”

         “You do have some say.” Erin smiled, although she knew how hard this was for him. He would always feel responsible for her, always have that need to protect her. She knew that it killed him that he hadn’t made it in time. The image of her lying on the ground in that cemetery haunted him. Erin often heard him from her bedroom in the dead of night screaming her name and cursing. Erin had asked him if he would like to accompany her to one of her counseling sessions, to dispel those demons he wrestled with, but he flat-out refused. Erin didn’t want to push him, so she backed off after that. “You get to choose the security system.”

         He raised his eyebrow and downed the last swig of his beer. “Well, prepare to live in nothing less than Fort Knox.”

         Erin walked over and gave him a hug. She felt Paul sigh and return the gesture. He rested his chin on top of her head. For the first time in her life, her rock, the impenetrable force she called her brother, was standing down and willing to concede. Because he trusted her. Because she was ready to turn the page and leave that dark chapter of her life behind. “I was counting on it,” she said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The morning flew by, not because her work was so engaging, but because she was determined to meet a deadline that many people in the department deemed impossible. The report was almost complete and Erin was very satisfied with the results so far. Was it pathetic that completing a report could do it for her these days? That pressing SAVE and watching tiny dots circulate signifying a successful save could bring about an adrenaline rush?

         She would have kept going, but she had promised to take Paul out for an “I’m sorry I’m moving out but I’m trying to be a big girl” lunch. She slid her white lab coat off and hung it on the hook behind the door. Erin adjusted her black pencil skirt and confirmed that her blue oxford blouse was securely tucked in. She didn’t bother changing out of her black heels into more comfy foot attire; their lunch destination was only a stone’s throw away from the Montclair Building.

         Monty’s Dips was definitely a guilty pleasure. It was home to the best sandwiches in the city, as the crowd waiting to be seated confirmed. Paul must have arrived early or called ahead, because there he sat in the booth housing a bucket of salt-and-vinegar fries and sipping on a bottle of root beer. He had ordered her a vanilla soda.

         “I assume you ordered already?”

         He swallowed a mouthful of fries and raised his eyebrow. “Were you planning to deviate from your old standby?”

         Erin scooted into the booth. “Not a chance in hell.”

         “Thought so.”

         She greedily gulped her soda and munched on some fries. Erin wanted to make this outing casual, no big deal. But Paul quickly identified the elephant in the room and just put it out there.

         “You think feeding me delicious food is going to make me forget that you’re moving out this weekend?”

         His tone was serious, but Erin saw the acceptance of the situation in his intense blue eyes. “Is it working?” she asked, her voice steady, and with just a touch of playful sarcasm.

         “It will take more than just one lunch date, I’m afraid. I see many of these outings in your future.” He smiled, which he seldom did around others.

         “Well, I guess I can make room in my hectic schedule.” Erin grabbed her cell phone and pretended to plug him into her calendar.

         “That reminds me,” Paul said as he grabbed the phone from her hand, “we need to do something about that.”

         “About what?” Erin eyed her phone and then watched as he sifted through her contacts. Sadly, it didn’t take very long.

         “About the fact that you have no friends, that you spend every waking moment either working, sleeping, eating or exercising.” Erin didn’t like where he was going. Yes, she wanted to reclaim her freedom. But at her pace. “Ah, there he is.”

         No, she didn’t like it at all, and before Erin could even stop him, Paul had already pushed his number. It wasn’t difficult to deduce who the “he” was. The only other male in her contacts was sitting across from her, looking smug as hell. She reached for the phone, but it was too late.

         “Hey Josh. It’s Paul.” Her eyes shot daggers, which only made Paul’s smile widen. “I have to be quick. Erin and I are out to lunch. She just left for the bathroom and I was finally able to get my hands on her phone.” Erin could hear Josh talking through the phone, though she couldn’t make out any words. But just the thought of Josh on the other end made her heart ache a little. She had been a terrible friend to him over the past year.

         “Look, I want to surprise Erin. She’s been working like a dog at her new job and she needs to get out, have fun, see an old face, even if it is your ugly mug.” Erin could hear Josh laugh on the other end. His carefree nature always brought a smile to her face. “Sounds great. Meet us at that that new club on Fifty-Second, Charo’s. Say tomorrow, around eight o’clock?”

         This was not part of the plan, at least not yet. Calling Josh, bringing someone back into her life who had the potential to remind her of her past, was at least number five on her mental checklist. Participating in therapy had claimed the top spot, finding a job had come in second and declaring that she was moving out of Paul’s apartment had been number three on that list. She had achieved all three and was proud of herself. She wanted to bask a little more in that accomplishment and not prepare to take on another demon so soon. She also despised being told what to do.

         Paul smiled, again a rare occurrence. The sight quelled her rage, but only temporarily. “Excellent…and Josh, be easy on her. She’s a raging workaholic, getting out of the office and out of her apartment will be a culture shock for her.”

         They exchanged a few more pleasantries before they ended the call. Erin glared at her brother, though she was no match for his own icy stare. She hated lawyers.

         “And what exactly am I going to tell him? Have you thought about that?” Erin paused when their waitress came into view. She set the two plates of heaping goodness in front of them and left. The waitress must have been swamped; she didn’t utter a word nor did she check to see if they needed a refill on drinks before she rushed off. “‘Oh, hi, Josh. So sorry I dropped off the face of the earth. So sorry that I have only returned a few texts and emails over the course of this year. So sorry that I have avoided you and any other person that could remind me of that night.’” Luckily, Paul couldn’t see that her heart was racing, but he would see her trembling fingers. She quickly thrust her hands beneath the table and let them shake freely, undetected.

         Paul sighed. “Look, you said you wanted to start your life. You have a good job and as much as it will keep me up at night worrying about you, you are moving into your own apartment. That’s a step in the right direction. Now, let’s include a friend or two in the mix, shall we?” He scooped up the first half of his sandwich and devoured a quarter of the massive concoction in one bite.

         Erin sat in silence, knowing her brother was right. She just didn’t know if she was ready for item number five on her checklist, a checklist Paul knew nothing about. It was better that way. Paul didn’t need to know how difficult it was for her to even consider leaving his apartment. He would blame himself. He always did. It was best to let him interfere and allow him some semblance of control. Because that was what he needed right now.

         Erin recalled a night when Paul wasn’t in control, but numb and utterly distraught. Erin hadn’t been prepared to lose both her parents in an accident that was so ridiculous, an accident that spawned more anger than grief. Erin was supposed to have been with them that night. Her parents had been celebrating their twenty-eighth wedding anniversary and had wanted her to join them for dinner at Rocco’s, an upscale Italian restaurant located on a pier overlooking the Delaware River. Erin made up an excuse not to go because she thought they hadwanted to be alone on their special night.

         Erin had just drifted off to sleep when she heard the knock at the door. She had opened the door to her dorm room to find herself face-to-face with a man resembling her brother. His eyes were red and vacant. To his left was a policewoman. Her brother had opened his mouth to speak, but no words would come to him. It was the policewoman who had come to his rescue and explained to Erin that her parents were dead; the pier on which they had dined had collapsed into the rough waters of the Delaware River. Their bodies had been recovered a half mile downstream. Fifteen people had still been unaccounted for.

         “Josh is a nice guy. One of the few guys I would even put in that category. You’ll just have to suck it up, sweetheart, and suffer through an evening in the company of two of the best-looking guys in New York City.” Paul took another bite of his sandwich and winked at her. Erin sat back in the booth and breathed a long, dramatic sigh. Yes, it was going to be a long night.

         Erin made it back from her lunch break with six minutes to spare. Determined to finish the report, she retrieved her lab coat and hunkered down in front of her computer for the next several hours. It was pushing five thirty when Erin had the strangest feeling that someone was watching her. An unnatural chill slithered up her spine, triggering the tiny hairs on the back of her neck to stand upright. She looked up from her computer screen and surveyed the lab. Everyone was gone for the day, which only contributed to her uneasiness. Erin massaged the base of her skull with her fingers, in an attempt to knead away the tension and to put those tiny hairs back where they belonged.

         Erin’s eyes gravitated to the corner of the room and the globe-shaped security camera. She worked for a pharmaceutical company, where drugs were there for the taking; security cameras were standard operating procedure. Without Big Brother watching, it would be very easy for employees to pocket the experimental drugs for personal use or to make a profit by selling the unmarked pills to countless addicts on the streets.

         You’re safe. This room is being watched by a security guard, maybe multiple guards. No one is going to hurt you.

         Erin looked down at her trembling hands and swore out loud. Her hands never shook before the attack, but now when she felt threatened or found a situation to be particularly uncomfortable, Erin had noticed that her hands would begin to shake. The therapist she was seeing said it would subside and disappear over time. But until then, she would just have to deal with the annoyance.

         Pissed off that she was letting her paranoia get to her, Erin finished the last two pages of the report, saved it to her flash drive and then pushed PRINT. She got up from her chair and started down the aisle. Erin was halfway to the printer when she heard the door to the lab close.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Erin had never been summoned before, not by a boss nor by a professor. With report in hand, Erin walked behind Lydia, Chase Montclair’s personal secretary. Erin kept her head down, taking note of the rich mahogany hardwood floors. They rounded a corner and Erin found herself in what appeared to be a lobby. A set of simple, but what she suspected to be very expensive, chairs atop an Oriental rug served as a centerpiece for the space. She was worlds away from her research lab, a space that gave off a hospital-like feel that was cold and devoid of character. Erin looked to her right and saw a large desk. A wall fountain with recessed lighting illuminated what Erin assumed was Lydia’s work space.

         What was she doing here? Did she screw up somehow? Erin’s head was going a mile a minute as she tried to figure out what she possibly could have done wrong to earn a trip to the boss’s office. All her reports had been completed on time. She had never been late to work or even called out sick. What the hell was happening? She had worked so goddamned hard to fly under the radar. But here she was, being escorted to the office of the CEO, a man she had never met before.

         A large conference room was positioned to Erin’s left, though the lights were out within the room, its occupants long gone. Lydia guided Erin to the only lit office on the floor and as they reached the doorway, she announced Erin’s arrival to the man behind the desk and promptly left Erin alone with Chase Montclair. He didn’t stand in her presence, but simply gestured Erin to a brown leather chair situated directly across from him with a wave of his hand. The plush leather enticed her to sit back and relax, but she rebelled and sat on the edge, positioning herself to hightail it out of there the first chance she got. He was on his cell phone and apparently confirming dinner reservations for two. A moment later, he ended the call and set the phone on his desk. His attention shifted completely to her and it was then Erin got a good look at one of the most beautiful men she had ever seen. It wasn’t his perfectly tailored suit or the subtle scent of his cologne that she tried desperately not to detect, but his piercing blue eyes that caused her to suddenly lose the ability to breathe. Although it was the end of a long work day, every brown hair on his head was magically in place. She tried to picture what he would look like with his hair mussed, or better yet, what activity could cause his hair to become disheveled. The naughty thoughts this man seemed to evoke were coming rapidly, and it took everything she had to appear composed. Erin took a deep breath, convinced herself that this man was just that—a man—and sat up in her chair, her chin held high.

         He leaned back in his chair, appearing to make himself comfortable. Despite his broad shoulders and frame there was still room for one more on his swivel chair—on his lap to be precise. A slight smile appeared on his face and Erin cringed. Was he reading her mind? Getting a bird’s-eye view of her scandalous thoughts? His smirk morphed into an all-business expression and Erin relaxed somewhat. “Ms. Whitley, thank you for coming. Were you on your way home when Lydia came for you this evening?”

         His voice was smooth and steady, which only made the situation more frustrating. He was calm and poised. Inside, she was anything but.

         “I wasn’t leaving until I finished my report on Cabraxol.” Her stomach was churning and she was unraveling swiftly. Erin tightened her grasp on the report on her lap. She was clawing for solid ground and the one thing that she was certain of: her report.

         “May I see?”

         “Of course.” She handed the packet to him, but as he reached for it his fingers brushed hers and she felt what could only be described as a charge pass between them. She felt hot and on the verge of breaking into a sweat. In her mind, she was not just sitting on his lap now, but straddling him and taking the first steps to muss up those chocolate-brown locks. That damn smirk had returned to his face. Erin sat back in her seat, her face hot and, she suspected, the color of crimson.

         He leafed through the first few pages and then found her conclusions at the back of the report. “Will you be presenting the drug to the board?”

         “No, Mr. Montclair, someone else will be presenting the findings.” A year ago, Erin would have been up for any challenge, but not now. She was comfortable remaining in the lab with two research assistants who usually minded their own business, researching new medicines and compiling reports. Erin enjoyed flying below the radar. But she couldn’t dismiss a nagging, unrelenting feeling that her solitary life in the lab was about to change.

         “This research must have taken you months. The presentation should only be given by someone with such intimate knowledge of the drug.”

         Intimate.

         As he uttered that word, Erin saw the last thread that was holding her dignity intact unravel, leaving her dangerously exposed. Erin hadn’t desired a man for some time. Not once in the past eleven months had she yearned for the company of another, nor the easy release her own hand could provide. Erin crossed her legs, trying to thwart her body’s pitiful response. But she was already wet with need and she again blushed. His eyes grew dark as they drifted to her legs and then to her eyes. Fortunately, Sex God’s secretary buzzed in through the intercom.

         “Mr. Montclair, I’m leaving for the evening. Will you be needing anything else?”

         His eyes never left Erin’s. His stare was intense, and Erin almost got up and walked out. “No, thank you, Lydia. That will be all.”

         And with Lydia’s dismissal, Erin’s body switched gears. A moment ago, she was a horny mess, imagining him screwing her any way he wanted in his swivel chair and on top of his very expensive desk. Now they were alone, his secretary gone, the entire floor devoid of life, and even though she hated it, Erin felt her fight-or-flight response come to life.

         Erin stared down at her hands and noticed the hint of a tremble. She grabbed the hem of her skirt with both hands, in hopes of steadying them, or at least keeping them occupied.

         “Have dinner with me tomorrow night.”

         Were these the dinner reservations he was making when she first walked into his office? What a presumptuous ass!

         It wasn’t a question, but a command. She could give Paul some latitude regarding his domineering nature, but Chase…she didn’t owe him anything. Erin fisted her hands in an attempt to calm them. “I appreciate the invitation, but I don’t date. I mean I don’t date people I work with, or for.” She bit her lip and shook her head.

         He eyed her closely. He wasn’t looking at her legs or allowing his eyes to peruse other parts of her body. No, he was looking directly in her eyes as if he was searching for something. The needy feeling had been replaced with fear, and all she wanted to do was run.

         Get out of my head. You won’t like what you’ll find.

         “No, I think you were telling the truth the first time when you said you don’t date, period,” he said, folding his hands in his lap.

         Now she was pissed off. Her therapist was the only person she had given full access to her unfiltered thoughts. For Paul’s sake and sanity, she had given him the PG version. Chase Montclair had no jurisdiction here. Boss or no boss, she wasn’t backing down. “I don’t see how my social life, or the lack of one, is any of your business.” His smirk grew, along with the heat in his eyes. He seemed to be enjoying himself and the challenge she was presenting. But this was not a game. She had worked too hard. She had come too far. Erin stood from her chair, her legs almost buckling beneath her.

         “Erin, everything is my business, including my employees and the people they may or may not be fucking.”

         Erin felt her jaw drop and her breathing hitch. She knew she was staring at him, but who the hell did he think he was? And even more disturbing, why was she so turned on at this very moment? Her emotions were in disarray. Erin wanted to smack him across the face. But she also had the insatiable craving to allow him to take her right there, in any position of his choosing. She wasn’t thinking straight, which meant she had to get out of there, and quickly.

         There was no response to one of the most inappropriate things Erin could imagine a boss saying to his employee. There were laws prohibiting such behavior in the workplace, weren’t there? But as their stare-down continued, Erin realized that the law probably didn’t apply to him. He was too confident, too relaxed.

         She couldn’t work for a man like that, so demanding…so arrogant…so incredibly sexy. It was a deadly cocktail, one of which she couldn’t risk even a sip. “With all due respect—not that you deserve any—I quit!” Erin stormed out of his office and though she didn’t turn around, she could feel his eyes boring into her.

         How was it possible that a man could simultaneously trigger her defense mechanisms and send her into a sexual frenzy? With every step, she put more and more distance between her and Chase Montclair. It wasn’t until she was alone in the elevator that she exhaled and realized what the hell had just happened. She was proud that she had stood up for herself and shut that cocky son-of-a-bitch down. But as the elevator descended, so did her mood, and she realized that she was suddenly very unemployed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Eleven Months Ago

         “Pencils down, everyone.”

         Erin could hear a handful of groans a few rows back, and she silently shared the sentiment. Normally, she was confident with her test-taking abilities, as her 4.0 grade point average showed. But this was no ordinary final exam. It was the last test Erin would take as an undergrad.

         A long line had already formed down the aisle. The professor insisted that his students hand deliver their tests. She had heard a few classmates say the old man was paranoid and purposefully looked for cheaters. But Erin found him to be meticulous and, as she discovered during her freshman year, a man of compassion unrivaled by all others. Dr. Farrell wasn’t just her professor; he doubled as her advisor. He had been there for her from the very beginning, seeing Erin through the toughest moment of her life only four months into her freshman year.

         Erin noticed that the tightly woven knot in her stomach had finally started to unravel. Her nerves were shot from the hours of studying and pulling all-nighters. Erin was slowly shuffling along when she felt a hand tap her on the shoulder. “Coming with us, Erin?”

         “What watering hole are you frequenting tonight?” She smiled at Josh, and though he flashed a huge grin encouraging her to come out with their study group to celebrate the end of finals, he already knew her answer.

         “You need to ask?”

         “You should buy stock in that place. They shout your name every time you walk through the Irish Pub’s doors.”

         Josh put his arm around Erin’s shoulders and sighed. “Yes, I’m like Norm from Cheers. I’ve spent a lot of money and time to obtain such notoriety. I’ll miss that place when we graduate.”

         Erin sighed, knowing she should spend one of her last nights in Philadelphia as an unruly and carefree college student. But she just didn’t have it in her tonight. All she wanted to do was go home to her one-bedroom apartment, open a bottle of cheap wine and eat leftover Chinese food. “Will you guys be going out tomorrow night?” she asked.

         “Well, for you, I guess I’ll have to commit to two consecutive nights of being a drunken mess.”

         Erin gave him a quick jab to the gut. “You spoil me, you know. How chivalrous of you to take one for the team.”

         “Like I said, anything for you, Erin.”

         Josh never took her rejections personally. He had been a good sport and an even better friend over the past few years. He was the first guy Erin had met at the University of Pennsylvania. From the moment he sat next to her in Dr. Mazano’s Chemistry class, the phrase “Misery loves company” had definitely pertained to them.

         Josh gave her a little nudge, and she found herself next in line.

         “Ms. Whitley, you did well, I take it?” Dr. Farrell asked. The professor reminded her of an older Morgan Freeman, not in looks, as he was Caucasian, but in demeanor. Dr. Farrell had a way of calming her nerves with just the sound of his voice. And although he wasn’t a large man, there was a quiet confidence about him that demanded respect.

         “I think I did okay.” Deep down, Erin knew she had aced the exam. But it wasn’t like good grades came easy to her. She always had to work for them, which, she admitted begrudgingly, only made them sweeter.

         He chuckled as he shook his head. “Would you mind staying a moment after class?” he asked as he collected Josh’s test booklet.

         “Sure, no problem.”

         Josh and Erin walked over to an empty row of chairs. She plopped her book bag on one of the desks, but before she could say anything, Josh gave her a quick hug. He suddenly appeared a little melancholy, as if the end of final exams and college graduation signified the dissolution of their friendship. She gave him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “Have fun tonight. If you pace yourself and you’re not too hungover, we can do it all again tomorrow. Promise.”

         “Promise?” He was persistent, she had to give him that.

         “Yes, now go toss a few back for me. And do me a favor?”

         “And what would that be, beautiful?”

         “Although you will be three sheets to the wind at some point this evening, try to keep an eye out for my brother tonight. He found out he passed the bar exam this afternoon and is planning to hit the bars with some of his buddies. Paul’s not a big drinker, but when he does go out, the Irish Pub is usually where he ends up.”

         “Babysitting duty…wouldn’t be the first time I had to monitor the alcohol intake of a Whitley.”

         Erin pushed him playfully with both hands to the chest. “Must you remind me of that night every chance you get?”

         “Oh, what night might that be? Hmm…the one I had to hold your hair back as you puked behind a tree in Rittenhouse Square?” He tapped his finger to his chin. “Or maybe it was the night I found you doing a keg stand in that frat house. You were so proud that you accomplished such a feat—that was, until you ran out onto the porch afterwards and I witnessed you heaving over the balcony. That was not a fun walk home for either of us, I recall.”

         “Pot calling the kettle black, my friend. You can count on one hand the number of times I have been black-out drunk. Don’t even get me started on your own track record.”

         “Yes, there aren’t enough minutes in the day…” Josh looked away, smiling to himself. His cell phone chirped in his pocket. Josh retrieved his phone and read the incoming message.

         “Another one of your ‘friends’ in need of your attention tonight?” Erin asked. Though Josh was a perfect gentleman, he had more women and more opportunities than anyone she knew.

         “She’ll never hold a candle to you, sweetheart,” he said, flashing her a smile that could truly melt a woman.

         Erin rolled her eyes. “Just text me when you get in tonight.” Erin gave him a squeeze and he reciprocated with a kiss to the forehead.

         Josh looked at her. “Hey, I don’t mind waiting around. Let me walk you home.”

         “And leave your ‘friend’ waiting? Absolutely not,” she said. She was tired of the escorts, the universal belief that Erin Whitley was incapable of making it from point A to point B all by herself.

         “My ‘friend’ can wait,” Josh said. His tone had changed from playful to serious. Erin knew the reason for the sudden shift, and she softened instantly. She wasn’t the only one that was haunted by the past.

         “I have no doubt, but I’ll be fine,” she said. Erin kissed him on the cheek and gave him a gentle push toward the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.” He turned around and gave her a disbelieving glance. Erin folded her arms across her chest and gave him a look that told him not to doubt her. Josh sighed but complied.

         Erin watched Josh leave the auditorium and then turned to see Dr. Farrell collect the last of the exams. He shuffled them into a neat pile and placed them in his leather briefcase. Only when the room was completely clear of students did he speak.

         “So are you ready to close this chapter of your life and start a new one in New York?”

         “Are you trying to tell me that Penn hasn’t prepared me for med school?” she teased, trying to keep the conversation light.

         “Quite the contrary, young lady,” he answered in an equally sarcastic tone. He cleared his throat and diverted his eyes from hers. He mumbled, “You’re the most prepared premed I’ve ever met. I just wish Penn’s medical program had been able to woo you into staying here.” They must have had this conversation over a hundred times.

         Erin couldn’t help but laugh at her professor. She knew the program at Penn would give her as good an education as NYU School of Medicine but if she was determined to start her future she needed to do it in a place that wasn’t haunted by memories of her past. Her smile faded. “You know why I’m going.”

         Dr. Farrell looked her in the eyes and sighed. “I’m just being selfish; I’m going to miss you, you know?”

         Erin was going to miss him too. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a hug that said it all. Thank you, I’ll miss you, I love you. She sighed. “Paul is going to be there so we will have each other and take on that big, bad city together, just like we promised each other after our parents died. I’m going to be fine. You know how protective Paul is.”

         “Yes, and rightfully so.”

         Which reminded her that she had forgotten to text her brother when the exam ended.

         Erin took one final look around the classroom. She could feel the tears begin to form, signaling that it was time for her to leave. She reached for her book bag and slung it over her shoulder. She turned to say one last goodbye to Dr. Farrell, expecting to see melancholy and, she hoped, pride, but instead his eyes wandered past her, staring suspiciously out the door.

         “Everything okay?” she asked. Erin instantly followed his gaze, but there was no one there.

         Dr. Farrell shook his head and replaced his glasses in the proper position on his nose. “It’s nothing, Erin. An old man’s tired eyes playing tricks on him.”

         “Okay, old man. I’m heading home, but only if you promise that I can stop over this weekend, maybe have some tea before I leave?”

         “Promise, but only if you bring those cookies I like.” Dr. Farrell was a sophisticated and well-bred gentleman with more letters after his name than anyone Erin knew, yet he was highly addicted to Thin Mints.

         “You got it.”

         “Very well.” He snapped the gold-plated buckles on his briefcase shut and started for the back door. “Erin, would you like a lift home tonight? It’s dark and I’m not comfortable with you walking home alone.”

         She turned and gave him a stern look, though he knew it was all a farce. “You sound like Paul.” His expression was of fatherly concern, and Erin was touched that he cared about her. “No thank you, professor. I’m a big girl and I’ll be careful.”

         Dr. Farrell waited a moment and again said, “Very well.” His favorite saying, she had concluded over the years. He smiled once more and then left the auditorium.

         Erin shot her brother a quick text, assuring him that she was on her way home. Paul responded immediately in caps that she was to stay where she was and that he would come and walk her home from class. Frustrated by his hovering, the years of not believing she could take care of herself, Erin texted back: “I THINK THIS POOR, HELPLESS LITTLE GIRL CAN WALK HOME ALL BY HERSELF!”

         He didn’t respond. Erin instantly felt badly. Paul was just being himself, his overbearing but big-hearted self.

         The building was quiet, lifeless in the barely lit hallway. Erin found herself oddly relieved as she exited the building and felt a warm May breeze wash over her face. It was a beautiful night. She smiled as she thought about the next chapter of her life. Her dream of becoming a doctor was that much closer. She crossed the cobblestone street and stepped onto the sidewalk.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The first thing Erin felt was his hand covering her mouth from behind. He pulled her into his body and it was then she felt a cold steel blade pierce her flesh. He muffled her screams and twisted his knife further into her side. She gasped for air, but nothing except his scent, a mixture of soap and mint, entered her nostrils. She kicked and thrashed her arms, but that knife turned once more and she suddenly felt warm liquid trickle down past her hip. She froze.

         He hustled her into what appeared to be one of the oldest cemeteries in the nation and lifted her onto a three-foot stone wall encircling the eighteenth-century tombstones. She looked up and stared at her living nightmare.

         He wore a black ski mask, though his mouth remained completely uncovered. He loomed over her and she estimated him to be close to a buck eighty and over six feet. His hand still covered her mouth, the knife still warning Erin not to scream. She felt his muscular legs spread her dangling ones apart and instantly found his mouth on her neck. She jerked away, but that fucking blade paralyzed her and she winced in pain. She whimpered into his laundry-fresh gloved hand. Though her body seemed to be frozen in time, her mind was racing. Please, please don’t do this. Please! He didn’t kiss her, but caressed the space below her right earlobe to the spaghetti strap of her sundress with his warm lips. His breath felt hot against her skin, and as he navigated upward, Erin knew that she was not dealing with just a horny asshole who enjoyed taking advantage of women. He was controlled. And he didn’t seem to worry that he could be caught at any moment.

         “I’m going to take my hand away, but do not scream, Angel. Though I cherish your body, I will not hesitate to silence it if the need arises,” he whispered. He removed his hand from her mouth and she sat there on that wall, her lips quivering, the tears already falling. “Shh, don’t cry, Erin.”

         Erin’s eyes widened at the sound of her name. The bastard knew her. This wasn’t a random attack. She stared back into brown, feverous eyes. The control she saw there only moments ago was starting to wane. She felt the cool blade slide out of her. But this movement did not quell her fear. He was morphing into the animal that she knew he was. With his hands at his sides, he watched her, as if waiting for her to make the next move. She leapt off the wall and started running. With tears streaming down her face, she screamed for help, for anyone to save her from this living hell. Disoriented and clutching her side, she ran deeper into the cemetery and tripped over a partially submerged tombstone. He was upon her in moments. He grabbed her by the ankle and dragged her across the grass. He flipped her to her back and pinned both her hands over her head.

         “I love that spirit, that strength. You’re perfect, Erin. But I will kill you if you leave me again.” He secured both her hands with one of his and again the knife found its resting place at her side. He didn’t pierce her skin this time, but he didn’t have to. Begrudgingly, she heeded his warning. He had the eyes of a killer, a doll’s eyes, lifeless and cold. He reached under Erin’s dress and tore her panties down, ripping them in the process. Erin wanted to escape her body, just jump out of it for a few minutes. Her begging only aroused him more, making his erection through his black jeans even more pronounced.

         “I’ve waited for you, Angel. I had to make sure you were pure, that you waited for me as well.” He unzipped his pants and exposed his pulsating cock. “You are such a good girl.” He reached into his back pocket and withdrew a condom. “Put it on me, Angel.” His voice was gentle and almost loving. She wanted to be sick. Erin tore open the foil packet and slid the slimy ring around the wide girth of his penis. He closed his eyes as she sheathed him. This was it. She wasn’t going to get another chance. She felt it in her soul. With one hand still on his cock, she squeezed and yanked at his balls, hopefully hard enough to rip them from his sack.

         “Fuck!” he screamed. The knife dug into her, much deeper than before, and she released him. The pain radiated through her and she screamed. His hand swallowed her cries as he attempted to catch his breath. She knew she’d hurt him, but was it enough to make him incapable of finishing this?

         “I know you are clean, my love, as am I, but I suspect you are not on birth control.” His breathing steadied, and she felt her fight leave her, like the blood that was seeping from her side. “I need to get inside you.”

         Erin felt the bile rise in her throat.

         He wasted no time and plunged into her. His hand at her hip tightened, but the knife-toting hand slacked somewhat. That fire, that fight she believed had been extinguished, awakened, and she took that opportunity and screamed bloody fucking murder. He either didn’t realize that he had dropped the knife or didn’t care because he was having too much fun violating her in every way possible. Erin thought it was the latter.

         Two hands grabbed her attacker from behind and threw him to the ground. Erin heard punches thrown and the unmistakable thud of rock hitting bone. It was all a blur and she took those few seconds to cover up what would be forever tainted. It was at that moment that Erin saw blood flowing down her leg and staining her yellow sundress. Erin hugged her legs to her chest, laid her forehead on her knees and sat there in silence. She felt numb and more than willing to escape from reality.

         “Miss, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

         His voice was gentle and way too familiar.

         Erin looked up feeling several emotions at once. Pain bled into anger…but it was the embarrassment that overtook her. Paul rushed to her side, his voice cracking as he said her name. His eyes found the blood and she cried into his embrace. “I’ll be okay, Paul.”

         Paul stood and moved with purpose. He stood over her attacker, who was now quivering and moaning in pain, and smiled with a hatred that would bring anyone to his knees. Paul kicked the bastard in the stomach to rouse him. It was as if he wanted the asshole to be aware, cognizant of his surroundings and the beat down that would ensue. Erin watched her brother smash the man’s head repeatedly against the same tombstone she had tripped over and then follow it up with blows to every inch of his now bloodied body. Paul was screaming and cursing, and Erin just looked on, wishing that she had the strength to join him in the massacre.

         Paul threw her attacker to the ground. “Who are you? Show your fucking face!” Paul screamed.

         “No!” Erin yelled. The sound of her voice, her raspy and tired plea, seemed foreign to her. “I want to be the one to remove his mask.” Clenching her side, she stood up and instantly regretted her decision. The cemetery and all those goddamn stones started to spin, and she fought for balance. Paul ran over and caught her. His eyes grew wide as he found the wound. Despite the beautiful spring temperature, she felt cold and clammy…and eager to close her eyes.

         “Stay with me, honey,” Paul begged as he gathered her into his arms. “There’s a hospital right around the corner.”

         Her eyes grew heavy and she disobeyed her brother. And as she let herself slip away, she heard Paul’s footsteps quicken, carrying her farther and farther away from what could have been her final resting place.
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