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Author’s Note

 

MATTEO is the fifth book in the KNIGHT EMPIRE series, a steamy, contemporary romance saga based around a family of six brothers and their tyrannical father. 

 

The series begins with the prequel, THE DARKEST KNIGHT.  

Each book can be read as a standalone, and is about one couple, but it is recommended to read these books in order for the best reading experience.
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Chapter 1 

 

 

 

MATTEO

 

The kitchen smells of seared steak and garlic butter. I’m starving, and all I want to do is eat. 

We’re in Rio’s penthouse. Rio and Raquel wanted to have a celebratory dinner for Zach and Maya after their recent vacation. Celebratory, I guess, because of all the drama that happened before that. 

Dex and Rio have the cooking covered. They’ve been trying to outdo one another while I stand around, watching. My contribution so far has been to throw together a quick salad. 

Zach’s being helpful, constantly keeping the women's wine glasses topped up. The other guys, not me or Enzo, have been ribbing him when Maya’s not within earshot.

They look happy, and tanned, and can’t keep their hands off each other whenever they get the chance. They’ve recently returned from a week-long vacation in Puerto Rico. I shouldn't be staring at them, but I can't help it. I don’t know Zach too well, but he looks stupidly, giddily, happy. He’s always been the quieter one, like me and Enzo. 

Rio's the only loudmouth in our set of brothers. Enzo and I prefer to drift into the background, though lately, as we've all been hanging out together more, we’re all getting to know one another. It feels like the family's growing. It's nice. Nice to feel a part of a bigger whole. 

Jett paces around, ear to his cell phone. Enzo’s on his phone, too, sitting on a bar stool, quietly doing his thing. I'm leaning against a wall, on standby, watching. 

Laughter ripples around the room. Rio has a huge open plan area with a big kitchen, so that the women, sitting on the couches over in the living room with glasses of wine in their hands, can easily see us guys getting the food ready. 

Rio has a long table beside the kitchen, big enough to accommodate all of us, overlooking the pool. The old man, who never misses an opportunity to remind us where we stand in the pecking order, gave Jett and Rio the penthouses complete with rooftop pools and gardens.

Mama would love this. She always did worry about the other boys. Aurora’s boys, she calls them. It must be strange for her to refer to the wife she never knew existed by her first name.

It broke her when she discovered that the man she loved, the man she believed was loyal and faithful, the father of her three sons, already had a wife and family all the way in America. All those times he told her he was away “on business,” disappearing for months at a time, she finally understood why.

And why he never married her.

When she learned that his wife, the mother of the American Knights, had taken her own life because she couldn't cope with the old man's deception, Mama cried for days, as though she'd lost someone dear to her.

We were his dirty secret.

Jett, Dex, Zach and their mother were a family, until they discovered that their father was hiding so much. He had a mistress. I wince at the label but I suppose that’s how they must have seen Mama. 

Mama loved the old man, and so did we, before any of us knew he was a cheat. Our relationship with him is complicated. I guess it is for all of us, including the American Knights, because we’ve discussed it more now that we’re hanging out together. 

Each of us has problems with him. 

For me, I keep my distance. He made me the head of tech at Knight Enterprises. I’m lucky and privileged to have landed this position at such a young age, but I’ve also worked hard to prove myself. The old man guides us, but there is no fatherly love, and not much respect. 

We tolerate him, and the dinners he holds so frequently. 

But I don’t respect him as a man. 

I don’t see him as a father, and because of him and what he did to Mama, I guard my heart fiercely. I avoid emotional risk and I’m careful with romantic entanglements. I don’t want to be vulnerable or open up to someone who could hurt me, the way Mama was hurt. 

I have fun, but nothing that lasts for too long. 

But sometimes, watching these guys, it makes me wonder, and something stirs inside me when I see Jett look at Cari, hold her hand and stroke it gently. He’s such an alpha man, but he melts when he’s around her. Same way Rio does when he’s with Raquel, and Dex when he’s with Dani. 

They seem different, lighter and happier now that they’re with their girlfriends. This time it seems more long-lasting. Stronger. 

Same thing’s happened to Zach with Maya. She’s from his past and she suddenly came back into his life and now they look like they’ve been together forever.

Standing on the sidelines is beginning to feel a little isolating. It hasn’t bothered me much before, because I’ve always preferred to watch what’s going on rather than be the center of attraction, but now I’m starting to feel like the odd one out. Thankfully, Enzo’s still single. 

I feel an urge to go and visit Mama. Get away from constantly being around these loved up boys. I miss her and I wish she'd move back here. 

Our roots are here now, mine, Rio's and Enzo's, because this is where the business is. We were born and lived in Italy before we turned into teenagers. The old man moved us all here once the secret came out. He wanted us all here in the US, but he kept us apart from the other boys. Mama stayed until we were old enough and independent, then she returned to her beloved Italy. She went to take care of our aging grandparents, but they’ve now passed, and we all wish she’d come back here. 

Soave is my home, figlio mio, she always says, when we ask her when she’s coming to live over here so that we can all take care of her. She teases that she’ll come when she has grandchildren to babysit. 

She has felt so much guilt over being with a man who was married—even though she never knew he was married. She was devastated to find out that he had a family, and even more so when she learned of Aurora’s suicide. But it would make Mama happy to see us now, all together and sharing jokes and a meal. 

Brooke, Jett's little girl, is here, too. I don't get to see her much because we live in different apartment blocks. Me and my brothers live in this apartment block in SoHo, and the American Knights are over in Tribeca. 

Tonight we’re having ribeye steaks with fries. The women demanded green veg, so Dex threw in some asparagus. I threw everything I could find in Rio’s fridge that looked healthy into my salad. 

“You're overcooking it, bro,” Dex snaps at Rio.

“Dude, it's medium rare.” 

Dex takes a look. “That's medium.”

“Leave me to it, please?” I sense Rio's patience is being tested.

“Do we get to eat today?” Jett stands over them in typical doing-nothing fashion. 

“You'll get fed, don’t worry,” Rio mutters. 

“Brother! You're overcooking it again!” Dex cries. 

The women are in the living room, sitting on comfy couches with wine glasses in their hands. They stop talking and glance over. 

“Guys, please stop shouting at the meat!” Dani yells. 

Raquel lets out a huff. “Men.” She rolls her eyes. 

“Do you need a hand?” Cari offers.

A chorus of “NO!” resounds from the women. 

“Surely they can handle one meal?” Raquel says. “They've done a day's work for daddy, and now they can cook for us.” She walks over, takes a peek before sniffing performatively, and saunters back to the women. 

 “Almost done.” Rio’s face glistens with a sheen of sweat. 

Jett folds his arms. “Brooke doesn’t like steak.” 

Dex nods. “You’ve told me ten times already. I've got chicken goujons for her. Coming up real soon, princess.” He winks at Brooke. She's been hovering around, looking bored and restless in a room full of adults. 

“So, tell us some more about your vacation, dude,” Rio says to Zach when he’s finished from topping up everyone's wineglasses. 

“Aw, man. It was amazing.” Zach slips a side glance at Maya. The rest of us might as well not be here the way these two have only had eyes for one another. They took Maya's mom with them on vacation to Puerto Rico because she hadn’t been back for years and she wanted to see her family. 

“Where did you stay?” I ask Maya. 

“My mom stayed with family,” she replies. “They live down the coast in Loíza, and I would have happily stayed with them, but Zach needed something more ... to his taste.”

“I didn't know anyone,” Zach cries, in his defense. 

Maya grins at him. “Oh, come on! That wasn't your problem. You knew me.”

Dex chortles. “Can't see my little bro staying anywhere but in the lap of luxury.”

Maya takes a sip from her wineglass. “My goodness, yes! It was awesome where we stayed.”

“I booked a private villa,” Zach announces proudly. 

Jett chuckles. “Course you did.” 

“Not that I minded,” Maya counters. 

“Well, get used to it, because this is what he's used to,” Jett tells her with a grin. “You'll never find this guy living below his means.”

Maya waves a palm, dismissively. “I'm getting used to it. But we made the most of it. We visited my mom and the extended family during the day and we also managed to do our own thing.”

Dex starts slicing the steaks. “That must have been interesting.” 

Zach swipes a couple of fries from the platter. “It was. One minute I'm at this amazing place with ocean views and our own private beach, and the next minute I'm sitting on a plastic chair outside Maya's aunt's house, where someone's uncle grills pork, and everyone argues in Spanish.”

“You didn't mind,” Maya says playfully, “and they weren't arguing. They were just ... animated.”

“I didn't mind, and I’ve never eaten so well in my life.” A smug smile spreads over Zach’s face, and he and Maya share another gaze of adoration. I swear to God, Enzo and I are surrounded by happy couples and we might as well not be here. I doubt they’d notice. I’m happy for them all, but I’m starting to feel like a fluorescent light in a candlelit room. 

“Don’t just stand there, brother.” Dex eyeballs Rio. “Help me slice these.”

“What's going on with the tech glitches?” Jett asks. 

I wish he hadn’t. That’s the last thing I want to talk about. “We're still looking into them.”

“Still?” Rio exclaims, looking over his shoulder. “Dude, these problems started months ago.”

I close my eyes for a few seconds. Wish he’d stop prying, because I don't need him to remind me. “Yeah, sorry about that. It's not easy to pinpoint. Like I said, we're still looking into it.” 

“Are you sure it's not affecting other parts of the building?” Enzo is suddenly interested in the conversation. 

I grit down on my teeth. “Like what?”

He shrugs. “I don't know. The lights going out or something. Maybe the electricity getting affected.”

I tilt my head. “Has it happened so far?”

He seems to be thinking about it. “Not that I recall.”

“Then I guess we’re okay.” I wish we could hurry up and eat. 

“Guess?” Jett picks up on everything, like the alert Doberman he is. “You guess we’re okay? We can’t be guessing about any of this. It’s serious stuff and you need to get to the bottom of this.” 

Why does this guy always feel the need to state the obvious? 

“Like I said, I’m on it.” I’m trying hard to keep my voice level. “Dinner ready yet?” I grumble. “I'm hungry.”

“You're always hungry.” Enzo slips his phone into his pocket and stands up. 

“I’m surprised the old man hasn’t busted your balls about it yet.” Rio sets down a platter of meat on the long dining table. I let out a long exhale. The old man has for sure been twisting my balls about this. 

“He is, but I’m on it. Give me a break, guys. It’s not easy to figure out. We have some weird anomalies that we’re sifting through.”

Rio’s eyes widen.  “Meaning you've got no idea what's causing it.” 

I swear to God, I wish these people would just let me eat and quit interrogating me. “Didn’t you hear me? I've been looking at it. I'm not sitting in the tech lab doing nothing.”

Rio puts his hands up and shrugs. “I’m just saying, the old man’s been poking his nose in and complaining. It’s your domain, dude. You need to fix it fast.”

“These things aren’t easy,” Maya pipes up. “We had some weird stuff going on with our IT when I first started at Stella. It took months to fix.” 

I nod at her in acknowledgement, grateful that she spoke up. 

“Food’s ready,” Dex announces.

“You’d think he cooked it,” Rio mutters, as everyone moves to the table, exclaiming on how great everything smells, and heaping praise on Dex and Rio. 

“This looks delicious. Thank you guys. This is lovely.” She looks at us all with appreciation. 

The steak has been sliced into strips and there's another large platter of fries, as well as a few small bowls of garlic butter.

I’m about to make a move when I feel a tug on my leather bracelets. It’s Brooke. She’s running her tiny fingers all over them. I bend down and ask about her rabbit. 

“How’s Mr. Whiskers?”

“He's doing good!” she cries. “He pooped all over his cage today. He poops a lot. Daddy says rabbits are poop machines.” She twists her hands together, testing to see my reaction to her pooping story. I wrinkle my nose in disgust. 

“That’s a lot of poop. Smelly,” I exclaim, waving my hand across my nose.

“Not me!” Brooke cries. “I don’t smell. Mr. Whiskers does.” She giggles, then stops as her eyes take in my bare arms. “Why do you have drawings on your arms?” Her fingers trace my tattoos.  “They’re pretty.”

I nod. “Thank you.” I don’t answer her question. 

“Daddy says it hurts to get that done.” 

I open my mouth to answer, but Jett beats me to it. “It’s so painful, sport. Don't you be thinking about anything like that.” 

She pouts. “But they look so pretty!”

“You think they look pretty?” Jett makes a face like my tattoos repulse him. “I  don't want you getting these things all over your skin, princess. Understood?”

Brooke nods, reluctantly. 

He’s acting like a dictator. “Not even when she's older?” I'm pretty sure Jett was able to do whatever he wanted, no matter how hard the old man would have tried to rein him in. 

“Brother.” Dex puts some wine bottles on the table. “Surely you’re going to let your daughter do whatever she wants when she's older?”

“Define ‘whatever’.” A muscle in Jett's jaw twitches. He points a finger at Dex. “Do not go putting ideas in her head. She's only five.”

Brooke stares up at me sadly. I wink at her. “He might change his mind when you're older,” I whisper. 

“The old man's been asking about the tech issues,” Dex informs me. 

I stiffen. “Not this again. Can you guys let me eat in peace? Like I said, I'm on it.”

“I know, brother. Thought I’d let you know.” He sits down. “Tuck in everyone.”

“You’d think this dude was the only one who cooked,” Rio complains, waiting for the ladies to finish plating their food. 

“You helped. I can’t say you didn’t.” Dex looks around the table, a mischievous grin on his face. 

“You’re going to be like that, huh? What about the second platter of meat?” he glares at Dex, before getting up to fetch it. He comes back with another platter of sliced steak. I’m practically salivating now. The buttery, garlic smell, and the sliced meat are enough to make me weep tears of joy. 

Murmurs of approval go around the table. 

“For a moment there I didn’t think we’d have enough,” I remark, heaping food onto my plate. 

“Sure you got enough there?” Dex asks.

I grab a few more slices. “I have now.” Been waiting long enough. 

“He doesn’t trust anyone to do their jobs, and he’s onto you,” Dex reminds me. 

“Thanks. I heard you the first time.” I wish he would shut up and just eat. What is wrong with this guy? I stare at the slice of buttery steak on my fork, bring it to my mouth and inhale. Then I eat it. It’s awesome. 

“He doesn't trust anyone,” Rio mutters. “Thinks he knows better. The hell he does. Look at what happened—”

He stops abruptly. Nobody speaks. Instead, we all look at one another, because Zach doesn't know. We’re all wondering who’s going to say it. 

“Let him eat,” Jett says, quietly. “It can wait ten minutes.” 

Enzo makes a disagreeing face. “No. He needs to know.” 

I shake my head catching his stare. Not now. Let the guy eat his steak. 

The easy atmosphere around the table falters. Zach slowly lowers his fork to his plate. “Know what?” 

Enzo exhales. “Father was rushed to the hospital again.”

Silence settles over the table, then Zach lowers his fork and asks. “When?”

“A few days after you guys left,” Jett replies, lifting his glass of wine. “His blood pressure spiked and he became dehydrated. His kidney function suddenly worsened, and he collapsed while pouring himself another glass of whiskey.”

“Typical,” Dex says, helping himself to some more steak slices.

I notice that Zach still hasn't picked up his fork. Maya has also stopped eating, her hand on Zach's arm. “He thinks he's invincible,” Zach murmurs to himself. 

“His kidneys have deteriorated again and the  doctors are saying the medication isn't enough anymore.” Enzo  wipes his mouth with a napkin.

“He's been looking like shit for weeks,” Rio exclaims. “You can see it. I don't trust that he ever took his medication properly.”

“He ignored half their instructions, kept drinking, kept acting like he was invincible. What do you expect?” Jett shrugs like this outcome was inevitable.

Enzo glances at the rest of us, then Zach. “They're talking about a transplant now. We all decided to get tested.”

“All of you?” Zach asks, his gaze going around the table at all the guys. 

“Seemed the right thing to do,” Dex says. “Though I'm praying I'm not a match. That would be some kind of fucked up, knowing he could get my kidney.”

I glance at the women and see that they are all listening quietly. 

“He's been discharged,” Enzo mentions. “They managed to stabilize him and sent him home after three nights.”

“Does he know? About the transplant?” Zach asks, finally picking up his fork.

“Hell, yeah.” I finally add to the conversation. “He's been told that the medication might slow further deterioration, but it won't reverse the damage that's already been done.” 

“He’s not good. Not good at all,” Jett says to Zach. “He still insists on working, so if you thought you wouldn't run into him at the office, think again.”

“You're all getting tested?” Zach asks, like he's not sure he wants to.

“You have to do the right thing,” Cari says, her voice quiet and steady. “Losing a parent is hard ... even if you … “ She swallows, unable to finish the sentence. Jett places his hand over hers, staring at her as if he’d give his life for her. 

“There are a lot of stages to check for compatibility. It’s a long process and it can take a few months,” Enzo explains. “He's not about to die anytime soon.” 

“Can we please not talk about him tonight?” Zach snaps. 

This isn't what we're used to from him, and it takes some adjusting to. He was always our father's favorite. He was his crusader, and now he’s bitter.

I understand it. After that shit we learned about what he did to Maya's mom, we've all become even more hardened towards him, despite still staying put. We’re still tied by our umbilical cords, not to the man, but to the company he founded. 

I remember saying that if he was lying dead in a ditch, I'd leave him there, and I mean that with every fiber of my being. But here I am, starting the process to see if I’m a match. The cracked compass on my forearm reminds me of the difference between right and wrong. What I should do, even though I don’t feel like it.

“I don’t have anything to eat,” Brooke wails.

“How the hell did you forget about my daughter?” Jett snaps.

“Oh, sweetie.” Cari strokes her hair, and stands up, as if she’s about to head into the kitchen. 

“Uh-oh.” Rio scrapes his chair back and motions for Cari to sit back down. “I’ll get it. You should have said something sooner, Brooke.” He disappears out of sight, returning seconds later. 

We all break into guilty laughter, and everyone apologizes to Brooke, who is soaking up the attention. 

“For you, madam,” Rio announces in a terrible French accent that has Brooke looking confused. “Chicken goujons and fries for the little lady.”

She claps her hands together, excitedly. We all fall silent, as we start to eat. The food is so delicious, the wine flows, and looking around the table, the atmosphere is easy and relaxed once again. 

Talk of the old man is forgotten, and everyone is happily sitting in couples. Jett and Cari, with Brooke. Rio and Raquel. Dex and Dani. Zach and Maya. 

And me and Enzo.


Chapter 2 

 

ELIZABETH

 

“Arthur, it's me!” I shout, having knocked lightly on my neighbors' door.

I've got two bags of groceries in one arm and my laptop knapsack in the other.

Arthur opens the door. He’s always smartly dressed. Tall, and slim, with a full head of white hair and thick rimmed spectacles. There’s nothing frail about him, despite him being almost eighty years old. 

“Lizzie,” he says, his tone admonishing as he sees my full arms. “You didn't have to.” He opens the door wider and I charge in as usual, like it's my place and I live here all the time, which isn't completely wrong. I spend a lot of time here, even though my apartment is directly across from his and Irene’s, his wife.  

He shakes his head as he sees the groceries I've bought for them. “You've got a big day tomorrow, and you didn’t need to do this when you should be preparing.”

I take my rucksack off and set it on the floor, then walk into the kitchen and start unloading the groceries. “I'm not going to let you both starve on account of me.”

He starts helping me, even though he's got something cooking on the hob. “We can order groceries online.”

“You can, but you don't like doing that,” I remind him. “And I don't mind. It's on the way, and I managed to get a few things for me.” I start putting items into the fridge. “I got everything on your list.”

“I didn't give you a list!” 

He didn’t, but I  took a screenshot on my phone of the list he’d scrawled on a corner of his newspaper and bought everything on it. I smile at him and he returns to the hob and starts stirring. 

“I also picked up a few other things for you.” I pull out bananas, apples and some small bags of vegetables. I no longer feel like I’m overstepping here because I consider Arthur and Irene as family. With these two in my life, I’ve finally found a sense of real belonging. I love being able to do things for them, taking care of them, looking out for them in ways I’ve longed to do. They filled a hole in my life and in my heart that I wasn’t aware of until now. 

I grew up in foster care from the age of nine, and I don't remember my real parents much, and I’m an only child, too. 

“You do too much for us.” Arthur's smile, shy, coy, soft and gentle, is the smile that makes my insides warm. The kind of smile that lifts me. That is genuine and straight from his heart. I love these  two. I found Arthur and Irene when I moved into this apartment block a couple of years ago, across the hallway from them. 

I could hear them sometimes, but that wasn't how we met. One evening I saw Irene wandering out onto the street in her nightdress, and Arthur chasing after her. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. I rushed out to help.

Later, once we got Irene back home and helped her back into her bed, Arthur told me that Irene has Alzheimer's. They’ve been together for most of their lives and married for fifty-eight years. 

He's devoted to her, and completely in love, but he's also exhausted.

Ever since then I can't help but keep an eye out for them and I help them whenever I can.  They have a son who lives in Canada, and a teenage granddaughter called Tillie, but I've never seen them visit. Sometimes Irene thinks I’m Tillie. 

“As if you don’t do anything for me,” I throw back. He keeps an eye on me. Watches if anyone he doesn’t know comes to my door. I get a lot of parcels and deliveries, and Arthur always takes them in for me if I’m not around. 

“That's so good of you, Lizzie. Honestly, kiddo, I don’t know how we’d cope without you.”

I kiss him on the cheek. This is love, and he makes me feel special. I adore this man. I adore Irene, too. But she often has a lost and faraway look in her eyes, and I don't know if she really knows me. It’s obvious that something isn't right. She’s often sitting at the table, folding napkins, or doodling, or just vacantly staring out of the window. Sometimes she knits. 

“How has she been today?” I ask quietly, skirting around him as I offload the final groceries and put them away. 

“She's been okay.”

“And how are you?”

“I've been good.”

I see the exhaustion in his eyes and the way it edges out in the wrinkles lining his face. He's not young himself. He's seventy-eight, and he's looking after his wife.

Seeing the way Arthur cares for Irene, I realized something. Nobody has ever done that for me.

My parents did, but that was a long time ago. After I was moved into care, I was constantly shuffled around foster homes, and felt like I wasn't a part of anything. I never had a sense of belonging. What I have with Arthur and Irene is as close to permanence as I have. 

Arthur waggles his finger at me. “You will have dinner with us today because of this. I won't have you going home after a busy day at work.”

“I'm not even going to say no. Of course I'd love to have dinner with you.”

I often have dinner with them a couple of times a week. It depends on how busy my workload is. This week is especially busy. I've got an interview tomorrow at Knight Enterprises. It's the third and final one, and it’s a big deal for me, but I'm also slightly conflicted. I’ve managed to get through to the final round of interviews and I’m surprised that I’ve gotten so far. Which means, they haven’t dug deep enough to know of my past. 

I start taking out plates and cutlery. “What’s for dinner?”

“Roast chicken. It’s Irene’s favorite. With all the vegetables.”

I make an approving noise. “I’m starving. You cooked, so I’ll wash up.” 

“No, you won’t, Lizzie.” Arthur starts to carve the chicken, and I start plating the veg. “I want you to eat. Then I need you to go and focus for your big interview tomorrow.”

“I’ve got it under control.” I start chopping Irene’s vegetables into little pieces, to save Arthur doing it. 

“Sweetheart.” He gives me a pointed look. “This is important to you. I heard you howl with delight from here, you got the interview.”

That's true. I screamed with joy, then rushed over to tell them. To tell Arthur mostly. He was so happy for me.

Irene appears, looking agitated. “Artie, it’s not working! It’s still not working.” She wrings her hands together. Immediately, he stops, and takes her hands in his. “I’ll fix it. Lizzie’s here. We’ll do it after dinner.” His voice turns soft. He tells her to get ready to eat, and asks her to put out the tablemates. Then he turns to me. “Sorry to ask you, but—”

“I’ll fix it,” I say. “Won’t take long.” I fix all their problems. I've set up their tablet, fixed every tech issue they have, and I'm always on call for them. I've helped them with their online forms, too.

He smiles. “You're the daughter we never had.”

Those words, along with his smile, make me go all soft and gooey inside. Like I could burst into tears. I always smile back, because those words choke me.  

“I love you both.”

“We know you do.”

This is a family I never had.

Arthur and Irene are old enough to be my grandparents, but they're really my parents and grandparents all rolled into one. 

They're my family now and I love them with all my heart. 

After dinner I head back to my apartment and start pulling out smart outfits I own.  I’m so comfortable in my jeans, T-shirts and sweatshirts, but for Knight Enterprises I’ve had to take things to another level. I bought myself an expensive bottle of perfume because I was so freaked out when I found out that I had an interview there. I told myself I fit into that company, even though I didn’t look the part with my nose-ring and lilac streaked hair. 

I managed to hide the streaks, after much trial and error, with the way I put my hair up into a bun. I never have my hair up in a bun. But it worked. I took off the nose-ring. I also bought a pair of high heels just so that I could fit in with the type of person that works there. 

I suddenly realize that for this last interview, a presentation, I don’t want to have my hair up. I find it uncomfortable. I run a hand through my bangs and the rest of my hair, then groan. The lilac streaks are still visible. I was supposed to dye them over the weekend, but I got busy. There’s no way I’m walking into a corporate boardroom looking like this. I’ll have to deal with it tonight. 

My insides sink with dismay. I’ve been busy preparing for the presentation tomorrow, and I was hoping to go over it a few more times so that it was perfectly polished. 

I need this job so much, and my desperation terrifies me. But clearly, Paul Knight, the guy at the top, is interested in my skillset because I’ve made it through to this round of interviews. I’m not sure I like him. I find him intimidating in the way powerful men often are, as though he’s spent his entire life getting exactly what he wants. 

But I’ve gotten this far, and it’s obvious that nothing’s been flagged. 

 

 


Chapter 3 

 

 

MATTEO

 

Damn. Now that’s a distraction I didn’t need. 

As I rush towards the elevator, a woman bends over just in front of me, to pick up something she’s dropped. The sight of shapely calves catches me unawares and for a split-second admiration replaces simmering anger as I find myself admiring the line of her legs. The fabric of her skirt molds to her curves and her killer heels accentuate her calves. She straightens up, and stands. 

I forget my sour mood as I rush past her and catch the elevator. A tiny thought in my head makes me wonder if I should have let her go in before me. 

I manage to get in, but it’s packed tight. Frustration bubbles up inside me again. I’ve been up since 4am. Couldn’t sleep. The technical issues at work are giving me sleepless nights because the old man’s been on my back to get this issue fixed. Now the guys are on my back, too. 

It’s not like I’ve been sitting around doing nothing. Sometimes, I wish I didn’t work here. For him. I wish there were no extra complications above the actual job. Working for him means being constantly reminded of old wounds, of family betrayals and unspoken resentment. 

The doors start to slide together when a bag gets shoved through, preventing them from closing. 

What the hell?

The doors open again. 

“Sorry.” It’s a breathless whisper, and then Shapely Calves squeezes in. It was already tight in here and now she’s taking up space we didn’t have. 

“Thanks,” she mutters, gazing up at me, because I’m standing right in front. 

Hazel. 

Her eyes are hazel orbs flecked with burnished copper. 

It’s the first thing that strikes me about her, and my heart stirs inside my chest, confusing the hell out of me. 

Dark hair, pale skin.

Another striking thing about her. 

I catch the sparkle of her nose ring. That’s not something you see around here. Hers is hard to miss; thin and silver, it glints in the light. Impossible to ignore. Her eyes startle and she looks like she’s not sure if she should look away or look closer. Maybe I’m staring too much. I force myself to focus on the elevator doors. 

What the hell is wrong with me this morning?

I shake my head, hoping to clear it. 

And why is she thanking me?

Maybe she thinks I pressed the button to open the doors.

 I dig her nose ring. Corporate won’t approve. I could warn her, but it’s none of my business. Corporate don’t think I fit here either, with my chains and tattoos, but who gives a fuck?

She now has her back to me but not before I catch a whiff of her perfume. Something clean, and floral. Something expensive. She has the audacity to stand directly in front of me so that her pert little butt is only inches from my ...

I swear to God, if she moves back a few inches, I’ll have to nudge her away. I stare at the glowing numbers above the doors and try to focus on those instead. 

The old man. The technical glitches. 

As expected, silence falls. Nobody talks. A low hum bounces around the cramped space but as the elevator whooshes up, people start getting out floor by floor. To my surprise we’re halfway up and Shapely Calves is still here. She’s moved away and is standing to my side now, busy staring at her cell phone. At least the elevator is almost empty, and I can breathe again.  

I shoot a quick glance at her, trying to figure out which floor she’s heading to. She’s probably an intern. Someone desperate for work experience. Someone who wants to make an impression in that black fitted blazer and pencil skirt. I wince when I see the sharp points of her heels. Those things could leave serious dents in the flooring. 

Still, I doubt I’ll see her again. Can’t see how she’ll end up working here, especially with that nose ring.

I briefly consider telling her, but my heart starts racing again and I figure I must be coming down with something. 

 

 

***

 

ELIZABETH

 

My stomach twists into knots and my mouth has gone dry. 

I’ve learned the art of not falling apart, of not being reactive and I’m usually good under pressure. But I’ve been running through my presentation on the journey here and I’m having second thoughts. 

This interview is an opportunity I never thought I’d get, and it could help me so much. I need to impress Mr. Knight, and this presentation is my last chance. I was up until three in the morning redoing my slides, and then I overslept. I had to rush like a maniac to make it here on time.

At least I know where to go. 

I’m in the final stretch. 

This is the last interview. That’s what the email said. I smooth down my blouse and try to breathe. It’s so crowded in here, and my shoes are so uncomfortable.  I wish I’d worn my sneakers. I’m going to have to dress like someone I’m not. But it will be worth it. I’ll make myself fit in, like I’ve had to for most of my life. 

I take a deep breath and mentally try to prepare for what’s ahead by running through my presentation in my head for the fiftieth time. 

People get out, occasionally jostling me from the side, interrupting my focus. I move aside, giving them a way through, but the tall guy I stood in front of, doesn’t flinch an inch.

I wish I had his composure. 

Someone else gets out of the elevator and it’s just me and him. I lean my back against the wall, my curiosity getting the better of me as I shoot a glance in his direction. He’s facing the doors, so I only see him from the side. He presses the button to close the doors then tucks his hands into the front pockets of his dark jeans. He’s wearing a charcoal-colored shirt. 

No tie. I’m sure I caught a faint glint of metal around his neck when I rushed in. My eyes take in his rolled-up sleeves and I see a tattoo of four feathers; the intricate ink curl on his skin steals my attention. He’s wearing a couple of thin bracelets, too, similar to the ones I have in matte leather. His sit low on his wrists. 

I force my focus back to my interview, but within a few seconds, I’m wondering where he works. He’s not suited and way too casual for a place like this. He probably works in office maintenance or something.

Heat coils around my neck because I like a man with tattoos. I also like a man with thickly veined forearms. 

Ordinarily, this is the type of guy who would catch my eye, but this isn’t an ordinary day. He has the type of build I like. Tall, lean and wiry, rather than bulky. I like the way he’s dressed. Non-conformist. Rebellious. Someone who doesn’t belong in a corporate tower full of suits and spreadsheets. 

The presentation. Focus on the presentation.  

And now he’s caught me looking at him. I turn away quickly, feel the flush in my cheeks, but not before his lips widen into a smile. 

 


Chapter 4

 

MATTEO

 

The elevator empties, and she’s still here.

 When we get past the fortieth floor, my curiosity bubbles up even more, though I’m certain that she’ll get off on the seventy-third floor. All the marketing people work there and I’m sure she’s headed there. 

My eyes take her in slowly, moving from her shoes, up along her pencil skirt and jacket, to her face. 

Nice lips, mouth, cute nose and those goddamn gorgeous eyes.

Fuck.

She just caught me checking her out. ‘Cause I caught her checking me out, too.  I don't flinch, but she tilts her head. Gives me a “what the hell” glare. 

I want to smile. But she's not smiling. 

One eyebrow rises, just so slightly. She's pissed.

So I smile.

This day is turning out to be not so bad after all. 

I look away, now feeling the sting of her glare on  me. 

The elevator suddenly lurches and the lights flicker. 

What the fuck?

The woman gasps, losing her balance, and I instinctively reach out to steady her, but she flattens herself against the wall. Eyes closed. Face tense.

I look around, wondering what the hell happened, but she rushes to the control panel, frantically pressing the buttons. “Hello? Is anybody there?”

She’s panicked. I get it. This isn’t supposed to happen, but I’m sure it’ll be fine soon enough. 

“Hello? Hello?” Her voice is shaky, so not how I thought it would be. 

“Great. Top-of-the-line system, billions in tech, and we still can’t keep an elevator moving,” I say, loud enough for her to hear. 

She turns around. “Do you work here?” She looks petrified, but I sense this runs deeper. She’s too anxious for what I’m sure is just a glitch. 

“Uh …” I struggle for what to say. “Don’t be scared. I’m sure they’re looking into it. This company has great tech. They’ll fix it fast.”

There’s a crackle from the control panel, then silence. She gapes at me wide-eyed and nervous. “Are we—stuck?”

I move towards her, because she looks like she needs comforting, but I’m not quite sure how to do that without coming across as a creep. I try to offer reassurance. “It looks like it, but hopefully not for too long.” 

She lets out a long, hard breath, like she doesn’t like this. Like this is torture. Why some people panic so fast is beyond me, but I take a step back, giving her the space I feel she needs. 

“Elevators don’t get stuck. They shouldn’t,” she insists. “Not in this day and age.”

“They shouldn’t.” I fist my hands at my sides because her ashen white face tells me that she’s really panicked. I hate to see her like this, and I’ll end up hugging her if I’m not careful. Seeing Mama fall apart has imprinted that memory on me and I can’t see a woman in distress. 

“Hey, don’t be scared,” I tell her. “I promise you we’ll be out of here in no time.” But now that I think about it, she’s been on edge since the moment I saw her. Like she’s trying too hard. Like she’s off kilter. Like she’s stressed. 

“I don’t like confined spaces.”

“Yeah? Why’s that?” I tilt my head, genuinely interested.

She doesn’t answer. To ease the tension I try humor. “It depends on who you’re stuck with, I guess. At least we’re not enemies.” 

“Not enemies? I barely know you.”

I grin. “You could get to know me better. We have some time.”

She rolls her eyes. “Are you flirting with me?”

She was checking me out. I should call her out on it but I won’t. Not yet. “Just trying to be friendly, that’s all. It could be worse. You could be stuck in here with someone you hate.” I grin. 

“I wouldn’t want to be stuck in here with my friends, let alone someone I hate.”

She didn’t say boyfriend. 

I really shouldn’t do that, but my mind just went there. Trying to read between the lines to figure out whether she’s single or not. 

“It’s probably just a safety pause,” I offer, half to calm her, half to convince myself. “System resets happen when the power switches. They’ll reboot in a minute.” 

She peers up at me. “I expected more from a Knight Enterprises building. It’s meant to be a shrine to modern engineering.”

That’s not the kind of comment I expect from someone like her. Hell, from anyone. None of the tech guys have ever said anything remotely like that. I find myself more intrigued than ever. “It can still glitch. The Knights aren’t invincible.” 

“You work here?”

This is the second time she’s asked me and I can’t dodge it any longer. “You could say that.” I wonder if she’s curious about me, or whether her question is limited to my prowess on the job. 

“Then why don’t you call building maintenance?” She steps away from the control panel. 

I lift a brow. “I’d be lucky to get one bar this deep in the shaft.”

Just then a voice comes through the intercom.  

“This is the control room. Sorry for the inconvenience. We’re working on it and we urge you to please stay calm.”

I recognize the voice. It’s Eddie, from Facilities Management. I lean toward the speaker grill. “How long is this outage going to last?” 

“We estimate no more than thirty minutes, sir. We’re working quickly. How many of you are in there?”

“Just the two of us.” 

“Apologies once again. Please remain calm. We’ll get this fixed as quickly as we can.”

I move back, shoving my hands into my back pockets. “See. The guy said to stay calm. Excellent advice. I suggest you take it.”

The woman stares back at me speechless.

“We’ll be out of here before you know it. Might as well get acquainted.”

She groans. “I’m going to be so late.”

“You have an interview?” 

She nods. 

She’s an intern. Knew it. It explains some of her nerves. The rest? That’s something else entirely. She doesn’t answer but sinks back against the wall, looking even more uneasy.  

“You were checking me out,” I say, trying to move her attention elsewhere. It’s starting to get stifling in here. The air suddenly feels thick and heavy. 

“Oh, please. I was just making sure your tattoos weren’t gang-related.”

I can’t help but chortle at that. “You’re funny.” I swipe a hand through my hair and note the way her gaze fixes on my arms. “What would you know about gang-related tattoos? And these are not, by the way.”

She quickly looks away, down at the floor and shifts her body, fidgeting like she’s restless. 

She likes me. Knew it. 

 “Twenty to thirty minutes,” she echoes, pointedly ignoring my question. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 

I try for humor again. “Relax. The elevator’s taking a coffee break.”

“Very funny. Don’t change to being a comedian any time soon.”

I find myself chortling again. She really is funny. I’m intrigued.  “Excellent advice. I’ll take it.”

She’s trying to act brave, but I can tell that it’s quietly freaking her out when she lets out another shaky breath. The floor indicator is stuck on seventy-two. I peer through the narrow slit between the doors and see the concrete lip of the next floor above. We’re stuck between floors, and so high up. I can’t blame her for being on edge.

“It happens sometimes when the system switches power grids. Tech upgrades, software resets … that kinda thing.” Like most modern buildings, this one runs on a backup power grid and I know we’ll be up and running in no time. 

She presses her palm to the wall, like she’s trying to steady herself. “Great, but also not great, especially when I’m supposed to be someplace else right now.”

I can’t help but move closer to her. Anxiety flickers in her eyes, the pupils large, swallowing up the hazel color. “Isn’t everyone meant to be somewhere at any time?” 

She seems to consider this. “I need to be on time, and I’m not going to make it.”

“I’m sure they’ll be understanding, whoever you’re meeting with.” I want to know who she’s going to meet. Where she’s going and which department she’ll soon be working for. 

“Do you think they’re doing some sort of tech upgrade?”  she asks, her eyes lingering on mine a little longer. Something inside me stirs. The look is brief, but it’s enough. 

“Could be. This place runs on smart tech, but sometimes it just gets too smart for its own good.” I offer another smile. This isn’t me. I don’t smile, often. I’m not patient, and when it comes to strangers, I’m not nice. Nor do I give a fuck, especially about someone I barely know, but there’s a stiffness in her posture and her jaw is clenched and fear swims in her eyes. It brings out the protector in me. It’s not usually there, but a woman in distress will do it. 

Always.

Growing up and seeing Mama sad always made me want to wipe away her sadness and do whatever it took to make her happy. 

“You kinda look uncomfortable. It’s not so bad and like I said, you could be stuck in here with someone you really dislike.” 

This makes her laugh. 

“You’re trying to make me laugh,” she says, her face softening, like she appreciates the effort. 

“What is it? Agoraphobia, claustrophobia, acrophobia or basophobia?” I ask, curious to find out more. 

“Interesting. You know your phobias. Which one do you have?” she shoots back. 

“You didn’t answer my question.”

She lets out a sigh. “Being trapped isn't really my thing.”

Her reply should be enough for me, but it isn't because I can sense something deeper there. It's in her expression, more than her words. 

“I just don't like being cornered.”

I observe her carefully, noting the way she's standing, her shoulders drawn in, and her fingers, which keep fluttering along the strap of her bag. It's almost as if she's trying to anchor herself, trying to look fearless, when I see the truth of her panic. 

“Who cornered you?” I ask, the words tumbling out before I can stop them. 

Her brow creases, and she shifts uneasily, her nervous gaze settling over me. Whoa. I think I’ve hit a tripwire of truth. “Who?” 

The word grates out of me. My gut hardens as I brace myself, but she doesn’t answer. Instead, she blinks a few times, shutting the door in my face, and in that moment I know I’ve hit a nerve. She doesn’t want to go there. She angles away from me like she doesn't want the confrontation. 

I crossed a line.

Jesus. 

“Sorry.” I drag a hand through my hair again, before looking away, giving her some space. “It’s not my business. I shouldn't have asked.”

She doesn’t answer straight away, so I turn back to her, only to find her examining me. 

“What’s your phobia?” she asks, steering the conversation away smoothly, like she's in charge. 

She's smart. 

I shrug. “I don’t have a fear. Of anything.” 

“Everyone has a fear about something.”

“Not me,” I counter, proudly. I’ve dealt with too much trauma in my childhood years to ever fear anything now. I look up. We just left the seventy-second floor and now we’re stuck between that and the seventy-third floor. 

Too bad. She was almost there. 

Like most things in life, poor timing can fuck so much up.  

If she’d been a few seconds earlier, if she hadn’t dropped whatever it was she was picking up, she’d have been there by now.

I’m suddenly curious about a total stranger and I want to know everything about her. I’m pretty sure I’m coming down with something, because this isn’t me. I’m detached and distant, and I keep to myself, but this morning? Feels like I’m in another timeline.  In another universe.

 

 

***

 

ELIZABETH

 

Panic starts to climb up my throat with its sharp and twisty edges. My hands turn clammy, and my pulse races. 

I undo a button on my blouse, needing to cool down. 

I can’t believe I’m stuck. 

Of all the things to happen to me today, this is the last thing I need. This morning couldn’t have turned out any worse. 

The maintenance guy is trying to take my mind off the situation, and while I’m grateful for the distraction, it’s too raw. The memory of that room is as sharp as ever. 

“Can you call one of your friends and see where they are?” We’ve been stuck here for what feels like forever, though it’s probably only been about ten minutes. But we’ve not had an update from whoever is fixing this. 

The guy looks at me, puzzled. “My friends?”

“In maintenance. Isn’t that where you work? I don’t mean to be judgy but—”

“You can’t help yourself.” He chuckles softly. He seems so different from how I thought he’d be; I expected broodiness and him being guarded, but he’s not like that at all, and he surprises me. 

“You seem to know more about elevator tech than the average person,” I counter. 

He shrugs. “We have a good team here and you already know that someone’s on it.”

I take another deep breath. 

“Don’t be scared. Nothing’s going to happen to us.”

He can see right through me. 

“I’m fine.” But I’m not. My neck still feels clammy and my stomach is churning. We’re suspended so high up, and my heart sinks even more. I breathe in slowly. In for five seconds, out for five. The panic started as soon as the elevator jerked to a stop. In that moment it felt like a vise was gripping my chest. Time ticks by at a snail’s pace and it’s such excruciating torture. It’s getting to be too much. I’m having another déjà vu moment because it’s the same metal walls. The same humming lights. And no way out. 

Just like last time. 

I’m back there. In that cold night in a room I thought I’d left behind. The interrogation. The endless questions, each one designed to make me feel like a criminal. Maybe I was, back then, but I believed in what I did. I thought I was doing it for the good of people. 

“That bag isn’t going anywhere,” he says, glancing at the strap of my bag which I’m gripping tightly. “Why don’t you let go of it, and set it down?” he suggests, moving closer to me, his voice dropping lower. Instead of feeling like he’s invading my private space, I feel a little better. A little grounded by his presence, and his voice is so soft I have to focus to hear him. 

“Let go of what?” I murmur. 

He holds out his hand, and I realize he’s asking me to let go of my bag. I take it off my shoulder, and he takes it, then sets it on the floor.

“You can loosen your shoulders,” he suggests. “That tension will give you a neck ache which might lead to a headache.”

Good thinking. I squeeze my shoulders lightly. 

“Feels better, doesn’t it?” he asks.

I nod, then take my jacket off, needing to cool down. Needing to regulate my breathing, my control, my focus. I also don’t want to be a sweaty mess when I show up for my presentation. Forcing in another breath I tell myself that this is not that time. Today it’s something different. I’m rebuilding myself. I’m being ethical. I’m not that girl anymore. 

I have a chance to make good.

“Have you tried slowing down your breathing? In for five, hold for five, then out for five?”

Before I can answer, he starts counting, holding up his fingers slowly. We breathe in for five, hold for five, then breathe out for five. 

He’s a great guy, is what I conclude, when, minutes later, I start to feel calmer. 

We’re both facing one another. Both leaning on the wall. My hands are pressed together tightly. He’s folded his arms, showing off more tattoos. I bet he’s inked all over. 

“You checking me out again?” he teases, offering a smile that unsettles me. It’s the stress of the situation and he’s only trying to be nice, I tell myself. 

But I huff out a groan. “You wish.”

“I’m being serious. You were looking at my arms.”

He caught me red-handed and I can’t deny it. “I was … I was wondering where in maintenance you work.”

“Nowhere important. I’m just the janitor.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” He frowns. “Being judgy again?”

“No. No. I just had you down for working in … I don’t know.” 

He’s put me in a bind. Eyes, brown or dull green, I can’t work out which, stare at me in consternation. He must think I’m nasty. A real judgmental piece of work. “I thought you worked in tech or something. I’m not judging you, I promise.” I’m supposed to be thinking about my presentation, and the awesome opportunity I had.

Have, Liz, not had. They can’t turn me away for being late when it was a fault in their elevator. 

The guy’s expression relaxes, and he stares at me for a moment before casually running a hand through his hair. It’s long and tousled, curling slightly at the ends near his neck and it falls perfectly over his forehead. 

He has the type of hair and style that some would call messy. 

I’d call it hot. 

 


Chapter 5

 

MATTEO

 

She thinks I work in maintenance. 

That’s a first. 

Rio would die laughing. 

Enzo would find it highly amusing. 

I’m going to play along with it. I can see she’s scared, even if she’s trying to pretend otherwise. 

The lights flicker again before going out completely and now we’re in pitch darkness. She must be terrified. I whip out my cell phone, fumble around with the buttons until I manage to turn on the flashlight, then point it at the control panel. I hit the intercom. “Hey! The lights have gone out.”

The usual crackle, then silence. A few seconds later, “We’re on it.”

“You said that fifteen minutes ago.”

“Almost there, sir.”

There’s nothing I can do, and I need to let them get on with it. Thankfully, a few seconds later the lights flicker back on again. I turn around to see the woman on the floor. Her eyes are closed, her bangs falling over her face. She’s also taken off her shoes and her belongings are lying beside her. She has her knees bunched up and her arms folded tightly around them. 

She’s more scared than I first thought. I crouch down in front of her. “Hey.” I touch her arm lightly. “It’s going to be okay. You’re not alone. We’ll be out of here before you know it.”

She lifts her head and her eyes flicker open. She lets out another deep breath, and I reckon the lights going out again just now freaked her out even more. She doesn’t look like the suits I usually see around here. There’s polish, sure. Shoulder-length hair that’s dark and glossy, smooth as silk, but the ends look a little dry. 

Is that a touch of lilac? I notice the smallest of details and I’m starting to think that she’s not who she’s trying to be. She's trying to blend in. To fit in. Like how the old man wants me to be, but I refuse to.

That's what she's doing. 

But there's something about her that naturally draws attention to her anyway. She couldn't fit in even if she tried because this woman stands out. There's something magnetic about her. I noticed her from the moment I caught sight of her shapely legs while rushing to catch the elevator, and ever since then, every moment with her has been filled with surprises.

Because she's caught my eye without even meaning to. 

“Tell me about your interview.” If I keep her talking and distracted, she’ll be fine. 

“I’ve got …” She clears her throat. “I’ve got to do a presentation.” Her eyes flutter closed and she’s doing that deep breathing thing again. 

“Oh, yeah?” I sit down, knees bunched up, mirroring her pose, my arms circled loosely around my knees.  I feel an unexpected sense of empathy for her. “Take a deep breath and just look at me.”

Her eyes open again and being so near I see they’re hazel with tiny starbursts of gold. Lashes so long and thin, and so natural-looking. Not caked in mascara. 

“So you can say I’m checking you out again?” she retorts. 

I chuckle. “No, because I don’t want you to be so terrified.” Peering closer I notice a small scar just above her right eyebrow. 

How? When? Where? 

I have so many questions. 

“Is it so obvious?” she murmurs. 

“That we’re stuck?”

This gets me a little laugh. That’s good. Better to have her laughing than being shit scared.

“That I’m so anxious. I’m not usually like this.”

“What are you usually like?” Because, I’d quite like to know. 

“Um …” Her eyes narrow at me. I bet she can’t work out if I’m coming onto her or not. I’m not. I’m not that type of guy. I’d never take advantage of a woman in any situation. 

But this woman? She intrigues me. And because she seems to be struggling, I try to distract her by running my fingers around the ends of her silky hair. I notice a few streaks that are lighter. “Lilac?”

“I—uh—I didn’t get all of it. I had lilac streaks in it before.” She touches it self-consciously and I let my hand slip away. 

“Cool.” I can see her with those streaks. I bet they looked really good. 

“I should have dyed it again but …”

I shake my head. “It’s not very noticeable.”

“You noticed.”

“I notice a lot of things.” I dart a glance at her nose ring. It looks painful, but it can’t be. Just like an ear or belly piercing. I once dated a girl who had her tongue pierced. It was … most exciting for me … “I dig the nose ring.”

She touches it briefly. “Thanks.” Another little smile from her. “I forgot to take it off.”

“I wanted to warn you. Corporate won’t like it.”

“You would know. I’ll take it off. I would have, but I was late and I rushed to get here.”

“Nerves?”

“I stayed up most of the night prepping.”

“Ouch.” I wince. I also stayed up most of the night, but for other reasons. 

“I love this.” Her fingers trace gently over the four phoenix feathers inked on my lower arm. Sparks tingle along my skin. She suddenly sits up, settling back on her heels. “Do you mind?” she asks. 

I’m not sure what she’s thinking, but do I mind? Hell, no. “Go ahead.”

She gently unwraps my arms so that they straighten, and then she starts to examine them carefully, closely. The feel of her soft, warm skin feels so good. Heat crawls along the back of my neck. Goosebumps sprinkle along my back. 

I start to feel hot and bothered. 

“This is so cool.” Her fingers dance along my heated skin, tracing over
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