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Chapter 1 

 

 

MAYA

 

“Cecil doesn’t look happy. I hope you didn’t mess up.” My devil-in-carmate boss snaps  at me in a voice that I’m all too familiar with. 

Katherine’s gaze bounces from Cecil, who is across the room from us, gaping at his laptop screen and jabbing the keyboard ferociously. 

I look around, wondering where Tom is, but Katherine glares at me with her beady venomous eyes. 

We cannot have Stella’s Chief Operating Officer frowning. 

Stella is one of New York’s most discreet fashion houses, and tonight we’re hosting an exclusive event for our VIP guests—celebrities and many of the big buyers. It’s a big night for us and the pressure is on. Everyone is on edge. Sparks are flying, and there’s a buzz of excitement whizzing around backstage. 

“Don’t just stand there. Fix it!” Katherine snaps. 

“I’ll take care of it,” I say, quickly putting away the event binder and printed slide deck I brought along with me, just in case the tech fails. I always come prepared, and my desk is a chaotic jigsaw of items I might need. 

Katherine looks like her head’s about to pop and fly off her tiny shoulders. I brace myself, because it feels like she’s about to lash out at me, like a snake. She won’t. Not here, in our temporary office just behind the stage. 

She’s far too professional to make a scene like that. She has a snow-white bob, dark, arched eyebrows, and a flawless complexion, and a gorgeous figure. No one would think she’s about to turn fifty, but she is acutely aware of this fact and it haunts her, as far as I can tell from the odd phone conversation I’ve overheard. I can’t tell if she’s talking to a therapist, or a dating agency. 

Her Botox-expression makes her face unreadable. I can never guess, just from looking at her, what she’s feeling or thinking. But sixteen months of being a junior marketing assistant to her has given me a sixth sense. I can often sense the riot of emotions fizzing through that sharp mind of hers. 

“I thought you’d checked everything.”

“I did,” I answer calmly. I checked everything numerous times. 

“Hurry up!”

“I’m going.” I refuse to quake in my shoes the way others do. I’ll go over and take a look, and fix whatever the problem might be. I’m used to being the glue here. The person who holds all the chaos and madness together, even though I didn’t join Stella for that role. I joined as a Junior Marketing Assistant, working under Katherine Potts, the Global Director of Marketing & Communications at Stella, the global luxury house best known for its handbags and leather goods. But I’ve ended up doing more than my job description required. I’m not just doing the marketing, I’m handling the PR & Communications as and when Katherine sees fit. 

The real PR coordinator left, from burnout, and the company “temporarily” merged roles. I am the walking embodiment of that merged role, and though I am getting burned out, and disillusioned, and frustrated and bitter, I can’t say anything, because this job pays well enough to keep me afloat, while allowing me to help my mom. She’s worked hard jobs, for many years; she was once a housekeeper to a filthy rich family who didn’t deserve her, and since then she’s done various cleaning and service jobs, all of which are taking a toll on her health. She refuses to give up work, boasting that she’s still young—she only a few years older than my boss—but she’s had an extremely hard life. I want her to stop working and enjoy her life, for a change. 

Katherine suddenly softens, and her gaze falls somewhere behind my shoulder. Without even turning my head, I know Cecil is approaching. He’s the only one who has that effect on her. She sucks up big-time to him. Though he’s her boss, he’s not cut from the same cloth as Katherine. He’s not cruel, or dismissive. He’s polite and thoughtful, but sometimes, I can’t help but wonder if he’s in the wrong job, the wrong environment. He’s what I’d call an old-school gentleman. In his late sixties, immaculately dressed, and approachable and kind, Cecil is all the things that Katherine isn’t, but I have a feeling, call it a hunch in my gut, that he hasn’t done much to elevate Stella since he joined a year ago. I remember it clearly because my colleagues were saying that he would elevate Stella to another level. As far as I can tell, nothing has changed. The fashion world is cutthroat—which is why Katherine seems so at home here. Cecil, not so much. 

“He’s coming over,” she says, fake smile in place. 

Tonight’s event is the biggest we’ve had so far, and it’s taking place here, in the ballroom of the Plaza hotel. No expense has been spared. We have the best caviar and the best champagne; everything that the rich and gilded elite would expect. 

 And it’s about to start very soon. 

“Ladies. There’s a problem with the presentation. The slides have a mind of their own. They’re moving too fast.” Cecil smiles warmly at us both, looking completely unfazed.  “I can’t find Tom anywhere,” he says, voice neutral, no hint of annoyance there that his IT guy is nowhere to be seen. 

“Don’t worry, Cecil. Maya will have a look.” Katherine’s glacial expression has completely melted and she nods at me, straight white bob bouncing above her shoulders.  “Could you?” The word dangles in the air. Lately, she’s suspected a hint of subordination in me. I’ve become a little disillusioned with Stella, and have lost some of my sparkle and bounce, the things I had in abundance when I first joined. Back then I wanted to shine. I wanted to impress, and I worked all the hours, and weekends, holding the fort when she jetted off to shows around the world. I stayed behind even though, for many of those events, I was supposed to go with her.

I realize now that I can’t impress Katherine.

“I’ll fix it.” I offer a reassuring smile to Cecil. “I wonder where Tom is?” I murmur loud enough for them both to hear. Tom is the one who should be here, doing his job. He only has one duty tonight and that’s to make sure that Cecil’s laptop is working correctly. 

“You don’t have long. Ten minutes.” Katherine’s smile is unrecognizable because I see it so rarely, but she’s playing the kind, considerate and helpful boss in front of her boss.

I rush away. It helps that I’m still in my sneakers, and dark skirt and blouse. I brought a change of clothes, and a nice pair of heels to change into later when everyone starts mingling. 

The VIP event marks the debut of Stella’s newest line, the star of which is Stella Rose, Stella’s new flagship handbag, a rose gold colored small handbag that could be carried on the arm, or over the shoulder. It’s subtly shimmering leather is both eye-catching and stylish, and it costs an eye-watering, mind-boggling $25,000. We’re not just launching one product; we have a small and tightly curated group of related designs that we hope customers will also buy, things like leather belts, purses, wallets, laptop sleeves, charging pouches, desk accessories. All priced at equally ridiculous amounts.

We’re expecting a lot of buyers, and celebrities, here; important and influential people who will generate buzz around the new launch. But it’s the buyers I want to approach, because maybe, just maybe, if I get talking to them, I could find out what other opportunities exist out there. 

I’m not sure I can survive another year at Stella. 

I rush over to the other end of the room, nearest the stage entrance where Cecil’s laptop is, and from where he’ll be running the presentation deck I created. I spent weeks on this. I’ll be hiding behind the scenes, in the shadows, should anything go wrong. Tom is also supposed to be here, but I haven’t seen him for a while. 

I run through the presentation deck and immediately see what the problem is. It didn’t do this when Cecil asked me to look at it an hour ago, when the final slide needed updating. This is something Tom must have done. It looks like he left a wireless clicker connected earlier, and it’s buried in his pocket somewhere. I quickly disable the auto-advance setting, and reset it to manual control. I then test it three times. The deck settles, and obeys perfectly. I relax, feeling proud of this presentation which I knew would be important, so much so that I poured my heart and soul into it and I know it off by heart. Cecil is going to talk about our new product line, specifically the Stella Rose, as well as give a brief history of how Stella started, forty years ago, and where we are headed now. 

My roommate Fleur also knows this off by heart. I wanted her input, as someone who has no idea about our company, I wanted to know if she found it interesting. I made her watch it twelve times. She did. By the end of it, even Fleur said she wanted the Stella Rose. 

Cecil comes over. “Everything okay?” 

I stand up straight. “Yes. It is now.”

“What was the problem?” His kind eyes twinkle, but my entire body is on alert for Katherine hovering around.

“The auto advance was on, but the slides are not set to manual, so you’re good to go.” 

“Maya to the rescue again.”

I straighten to standing again, a little shocked by his words and that he’s talking so easily, when he’s about to make an important presentation. He doesn’t appear to be the slightest bit perturbed. 

I smile, because, what can I say to that? “Thank you. I’ll be just off stage, but nearby, if you need anything.” 

He doesn’t have the vicious, vitriolic, snap-off-their-heads personality that Katherine does. He’s too slow, too old, too laid back, while she’s the complete opposite. Always wound up so tightly. 

“Good to know. I only received it this morning, but I’ve gone through it twice. It will be fine, I’m sure. “

What did he just say? This morning? “You received it this morning?” I echo, in disbelief. I sent Katherine a copy of this, the final version once I’d tweaked it to excellence, four days ago.

“Katherine sent it earlier today.”

“B-but ... I sent it to her ...” I stop myself. “I’m glad you like it,” I say. No point in ratting out my boss, but my heartbeat thuds inside my chest. He’s acting like we’re having a coffee and I’m freaking out because he’s got less than three minutes to go until he walks out onto the stage. The air turns electric. Everything is coiled and ready to break loose. I feel the heat from the spotlights. Hear the chatter of guests being seated. 

Katherine snakes up alongside me just then. To my horror Cecil challenges her. “Maya says you had the deck a few days ago. Did you?”

Her face hardens and she throws her usual death stare at me. I’m so going to pay for this later. And it’s not even my fault.  

“A few days ago? What are you talking about, Maya?” She makes it sound like it’s my fault. This woman has no shame, holding her head high, defiant and completely nonplussed. She’s going to put me out to dry and not feel a twinge of remorse. 

One minute to go.

Sweat trickles down my back. I’m so hot here under the lights, and I’m also feeling a little anxious. The technical glitch was a minor hiccup but the news that Cecil hasn’t had long to go through the presentation worries me. I’m anxious because if anything goes wrong, even if it’s Cecil’s fault, I’ll bear the brunt of Katherine’s razor-sharp tongue. 

He glances at his watch. “It’s time.”

“Yes, Cecil. It’s time.” Katherine’s glossy glazed lips curl up into a smile. “Go out and break a leg. 

“You’ll need this, uh, Cecil.” I called him ‘sir’ once and he cheerfully admonished me. Told me to call him Cecil. I hand him the slide remote and wish him good luck. 

“The show is about to begin,” Katherine whispers, her tone heavy and dramatic as she follows him towards the stage, butt doesn’t go onstage. 

I hover around the temporary desk. With the presentation about to start, there’s unfortunately no time for me to get changed. I glance around, but there’s still no sign of the IT guy. 

Which means I must be on standby in case anything goes wrong.

 


Chapter 2 

 

 

ZACH

 

Sitting in the front row at the prestigious Stella VIP event, I look around to see which celebrities and socialites are here. 

Quite a few as it turns out. 

I’m here because I’ve had my eye on this company for a while. It’s not been doing well, even with a new COO. Stella isn’t an upcoming fashion brand. It’s done well for decades. It’s got history, as well as super cool, iconic products. It’s got everything going for it, but it’s stock value is low. The company should be doing a lot better. On paper, Stella looks like it has potential, but for some reason, they can’t seem to get their act together. 

That’s where I could help. It’s difficult to create a new fashion brand these days. The market is so crowded, but helping a struggling one to do better, that’s something I’m good at. 

Most people panic when things go wrong, but that’s when I shine. The mess, the chaos, the mistakes already made, it’s a playground for someone like me. I see the gaps, the missteps, the overlooked potential, and I know exactly what to do. There’s a thrill in the transformation, watching a company faltering and bringing it back to life, bigger and better than ever. I don’t just like proving them wrong, I live for it.

I’ve had to work harder to get noticed. It feels like I’m living in my brothers’ shadow. Being the youngest of this set of brothers means I’m often overlooked. Dad, as much as I love him, and support him, often when none of the others have zero fucks to give, still treats me like he doesn’t fully trust me to see something through. I’ve had to fight harder, especially in a family like the Knights.

I had lunch with Cecil Wardley earlier today, because I wanted to sound him out, get a feel for what’s going on with the company. I was surprised when he accepted, only hours before this event. That tells me a few things. He’s a people pleaser. Most CEOs wouldn’t refuse to meet with any of the Knights—our name and reputation precede us—but I didn’t expect Cecil to agree to meet me mere hours before his company’s big event. Needless to say, the meeting proved fruitful, and I think we could help one another.  

I’m here tonight not just for research, or curiosity, but as an act of protest, because damn it if Dex isn’t having another family get-together.

If it’s not him, then it’s Jett, and now, more recently, Rio. I swear something happens to these guys when they fall in love. They like hanging out together.  

What we don’t have much of any more are the Knight family dinners. We haven’t had any since Dad fell ill. It’s been a few months now, but the boys have been getting together every week it seems like. Either Jett will host, or Dex will suggest we all go out to his favorite haunt, which recently has been The Bluebell Manhattan. Rio likes cooking at home, with Raquel, and having pool parties. 

What the hell is happening to these men? 

I barely recognize them. And when I tell them that they should also invite Dad, they protest, or ignore me. I know what they think. That I’m Dad’s pet. I’m not. I’m one year away from thirty, but even though I’m the youngest I sometimes feel like I have more sense than Jett or Dex. I’m calmer and more rational than the two of them put together, but also, I don’t see the point of holding onto a grudge for years.

Our father has his faults, but how can my brothers not remember that he lost his wife? We lost mom in a tragic way that still haunts us.  She died by suicide. It’s something none of us will ever get over, something that we don’t talk about much, and something we all pretend to have moved on from. When it happened, the old world we knew, where we felt loved and cherished and taken care of, vanished overnight. 

I swipe a hand over my face, across my brow. It’s starting to get hot in here, under the lights. At once, the crowd hushes. 

Cecil walks on stage. He’s sweating and he doesn’t look comfortable. Like he doesn’t want to be up there, on the stage, with all eyes on him. He starts his presentation, but he’s blubbering. Stammering, falling over his words. He’s not confident at all, but the presentation deck, the first few slides he’s shown, look good. Very slick. They hold people’s attention—they certainly hold mine.

I sit back. Across the row from me, over the catwalk, the Trevayne twins wave at me. Trust fund babes. The type of women my brothers always joke about me dating. I nod at them. I dated one of them, once, but now, looking at them both together, sitting together, dressed identically, I can’t remember which one. I think it was the one on the right. Or maybe it was the one on the left. I frown as I start to wonder which one it was. I’ve never seen them sitting side by side together, and now I’m feeling unnerved. Is it possible that I might have dated both of them and not known it? 

Cecil freezes. He’s waving the pointer at the screen, but the slide seems stuck.  Jesus. Is this for real? It feels like I’m witnessing the fall of Stella in real time.

Oh-oh. 

Something’s gone wrong. 

Cecil fumbles, his chubby shiny face turning red. “Please bear with me a moment, I seem to have hit a little bump in the road…”

A smattering of laughter breaks out in the room. 

My cell phone buzzes in my pocket, so I whip it out. It wouldn’t be rude because people are talking loudly now. There seems to be a sort of malfunction with the slideshow and Cecil in his jovial tone tells the audience to bear with him. 

Dex calls, but I decline it. Then he texts me:

 

Dex: Where the hell are you? 

 

Zach: Stella

 

Dex: Who? Have I met her?

 

I roll my eyes, before explaining. 

 

Zach: The fashion house. I’m at their VIP event

 

Dex: Fishing, huh? 😉

 

Asshole. I’m about to put my phone away, when it vibrates again. 

 

Dex: If you don’t catch anything, come over. 

 

I slip my cell phone away, and look up, just in time to see a young woman, of medium height. Not particularly tall, but thin and graceful. Her dark glossy hair tumbles around her shoulders in waves, framing her olive-gold skin. 

She’s also utterly calm under pressure. She must have more than a hundred pairs of eyes on her, and she’s calm and cool under pressure. She fiddles with something on the laptop, then says something to Cecil, before walking away, tossing her hair.  

I sit up, then sit forward. I’ve only seen her for a few seconds, yet my heart is now beating like I’ve run a mile. Something jolts deep in my chest. She looks familiar, and yet I’ve never seen her before. I don’t understand why my body reacts the way it does. Heart rate racing, time slowing down, almost to a crawl. 

Cecil pats down his bald head, and resumes with the presentation. The slideshow moves to the next slide. 

“Ah, very good. Thank you.” He says it over his shoulder, but the woman has long disappeared. “Maya, she’s wonderful. Fixes everything. Coming back to our new line.” His words trail away as her name lands like a bomb. 

Maya.

It lands like a bomb. Like someone’s thrown a grenade at me and I’m waiting for it to explode. That vision, the familiarity, the pang of nostalgia, this odd feeling that just swept right over me. 

Maya. 

That’s what he said, and that woman ... is her. I just know it is.

The girl who vanished one day, without a word, fourteen years ago. When she was fifteen, and I was a year older. 

My unexpected friend, confidante and counselor.

Maya.

The housekeeper’s daughter, and the girl I’ve never forgotten.

And the one who’s kisses I never forgot.

 





Chapter 3 

 

 

MAYA

 

My insides hollow out. 

It was bad enough the presentation deck being accidentally set to auto—advance, but at least we discovered and fixed that before Cecil went on stage, but this?

Having a hardware problem live, in front of our VIP guests?

We must look so amateurish. So unprepared. And none of this is  my fault. This is something Tom should be dealing with but I had to go out and fix it because he wasn’t around. 

I head back to my temporary desk and look around with trepidation. Although Katherine is nowhere in sight, I know she noticed. That woman has eyes in the back of her head. There’s going to be hell to pay when I see her. Not for Tom. For me.  

The wonderful Maya, she fixes everything around here. 

I wish Cecil hadn’t said those words because Katherine would not have liked them.

How am I suddenly the IT person as well? I not only created the presentation deck, but I also took care of the campaign planning for the launch of Stella Rose. I helped prepare the media kit for editors and stylists and I coordinated influencer gifting. The PR coordinator isn’t coming back, because they’ve gotten both jobs done for the price of one. 

The price is suddenly becoming too much, and I feel stuck. My dream is in tatters. 

“It’s good exposure for you,” she said, when the PR coordinator left, and when I took the responsibilities and ran with them, expecting her to notice, she did notice, but she won’t give me the job title and salary commensurate with my duties. 

Now she has me doing all the PR tasks as though they are part of my normal job. I’m still a junior even if the work I do is a few pay grades above. 

I look up to see Katherine storming towards me like a juggernaut. “Another problem? Onstage, in front of our guests. This is outrageous!” 

“This was a technical hiccup with the USB receiver—”

“I thought you’d fixed it.”

“It was a new error. A hardware problem. The previous one was to do with a software setting.” Neither problems was my fault. 

She waves her hand, dismissively. “We must look like imbeciles. Did I not impress upon you the importance of this high-profile event?”

“I fixed it!” I cry, refusing to take the blame. For a dangerously charged moment we stare at one another. I’m expecting her to pounce, but she blinks furiously.

“You’re responsible for ensuring that this runs smoothly.” Her deathly quiet voice sends shivers down my spine. 

Sometimes I remember how my mother felt, how unjust this world can be, and I refuse to stand up for it. But then sometimes I’m brought back quickly into reality, where I’m forced to face the cold hard facts. 

It doesn’t matter. 

It doesn’t matter that I’m right. 

That Katherine is wrong, that Tom is nowhere to be found. 

It doesn’t matter that the world is unjust.

It doesn’t matter that bad things happen to good people.

My mother is a good person, and yet she’s endured so many bad things and now I’m being blamed for something I didn’t do. History repeats itself and I find myself living in the same loop, the same circle. And I want to break it so badly. But if I’ve learned anything during my time here, it’s that there’s no point in standing up to Katherine. This is why I need to move to another company that will appreciate me. I need to work for a boss who won’t be bad for my mental health. 

Unfortunately, I need this job. The money is great and it’s what keeps me stuck here. The reality is that this job pays well. I earn a great salary and I’ve been able to save up even after paying for my rent and utilities. It helps me to help my mom who is still working, even though her health is failing. For months I lived in the hope of getting the promotion that Katherine’s been dangling in front of me for months. It was the only thing I focused on for a long time, believing that the jump in salary would convince  my mom to give up work and retire. 

But now I know, that promotion is just a mirage in a desert where all my dreams have gone to die. I still love being part of this world, even if it’s just between the hours of nine to five. Or seven thirty to ten, which is what I’ve done, on many occasions. I don’t hate Stella, or the obscene amounts of money they charge for what is just an accessory, not a necessity. There’s something about a Stella bag, about the delicate and perfect stitching, all the tiny little details, the softness of the leather, and the perfect craftmanship, that takes my breath away. My mom and I have been on the sidelines, looking in on a world that is closed off to us. Stella offered a dream. That anyone could have this.

A round of applause shakes me from my reverie. Cecil must have finished the presentation which means it now time for the mini runway. I peek out quickly. The lights dim and chairs are eased back as a handful of models appears in sequence, dressed in clean, neutral lines that won’t detract from what they’re showing off: the new Stella Rose line. Each of them carries a single leather handbag from the new collection, worn, held, slung, shown in motion, rather than displayed. I hear excited gasps.

They like it. 

Canapes and drinks will follow shortly. I need to change, so I reach for my rucksack. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” I try not to startle at hearing Katherine’s voice. 

“To get changed.”

“Get changed?” She looks at me as if it’s the most ludicrous thing she’s heard. 

“I’m allowed to mingle at the after-party, am I not?”

“Mingle?” She laughs, splaying an elegant, manicured hand on her cream-colored structured brocade jacket. The jacket is paired with wide-leg silk trousers that fall perfectly to the floor. I feel like an absolute wreck standing next to her. 

“You won’t have time to mingle.”

Beads of sweat spring up along the back of my neck. “But the presentation’s over.”

“You and the others will need to clear up everything. I’ll need you to take Cecil’s laptop back to the office.” She fiddles with her fancy bracelet absent-mindedly, like she often does when she’s annoyed.

I open my mouth to protest. Why isn’t she angry with Tom? Talking of him, where is he?

Cecil’s laptop is Tom’s responsibility. Not mine. I’ve done what was required of me. But, my body slumps as I realize that this duty will also fall to me, in Tom’s absence. I don’t want to risk losing the laptop, or having something happen to it—I’ll only get the blame. But what irks me the most is that Katherine isn’t remotely bothered by his absence and seems intent on skinning me. 

She fiddles with her bracelet again, and something drops onto the wooden floor, making a little noise. 

Her face turns hard. “No!” Her long fake eyelashes flutter furiously, “Oh, no!” she cries, staring at the floor in shock horror. “It’s fallen out. A diamond, from my bracelet. Find it, quick!” 

She brings up her wrist to examine her bracelet closely. 

But me? 

I obey her, without thinking, dropping to the floor and crawling around looking for Katherine Potts’ missing diamond. I start searching around on all fours but I can’t see anything. The light is dim here, and that gem could have rolled in any direction.  

Thousands of dollars lost and rolling around in some hard-to-find crevice. 

Why am I doing this? 

“Hurry!” She peeks out from behind the stage. “They’re breaking for canapes.” 

I’m crawling around, my bottom high in the air, my face close to the floor. 

“Hurry!” she hisses.

I am hurrying. 

But I’ve also now lost my patience. 

Cecil appears suddenly. “That went very well, I think, despite the little hiccup.” He stares at me. “You were a godsend, Maya.” Then his brow furrows. “What are you doing on the floor?”

“We should mingle, Cecil.” Katherine completely ignores Cecil’s compliment. She never likes anyone saying anything nice about me. 

“Shame about that little glitch but you handled it very well young lady.” Cecil takes a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipes it all over his bald pate.

“It wasn’t the slideshow, Cecil,”  I retort, still on the floor, still crawling around. 

“I’m sorry Maya messed up,” Katherine says. 

“It wasn’t Maya’s fault,” Cecil replies, looking around. “Where is that dastardly IT person that you allocated to me, Katherine? Haven’t seen him since he plugged my laptop in.”

“I expect he’s busy doing something around here.” Katherine’s words make my blood boil even more. 

“We need more people as amazing as this young lady.” Cecil beams at me. 

“What’s taking you so long?” Katherine asks, peering down at me. She’s probably itching to start mingling with the guests. I’m crawling around on the floor, butt high up in the air, face close to the floor, because I cannot find this stupid little gem, and suddenly I don’t care that it’s likely worth thousands. I need to get away and get out of these dirty, sweaty clothes. 

“What are you doing on the floor?”

I startle and rock back onto my heels with my knees tucked beneath me and my hands braced on the polished wood as I look up.

A man stands over me.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Expensively put together in a way that’s not obviously flashy. 

My body betrays me. 

Heat rushes through me, making my pulse spike. My breath hitches and my chest tightens in a way I don’t understand. 

It’s something I’ve never experienced and it rocks me. 

I know this man.

I just don’t know how yet.

He steps closer, his eyes still on me, while I still struggle to breathe, to move, to say a word. His light brown hair is neatly styled, and a light shadow of stubble along his jaw catches my attention. 

Sets my heart racing. 

His eyes are dark green. At least I think they are. He stops inches from me, and I’m still staring up at him, frozen, because there’s something about his demeanor that is familiar.  In that moment, my breath stalls, and goosebumps sprinkle up all over my skin. 

It can’t be.

When he holds out  his hand to help me up, I don’t take it, because all I can hear is the warning sound of my insides ringing like a five-alarm fire. I refuse to take his hand and get up slowly. My hands are dirty and dusty, as are my dark clothes. I frantically try to get the dust off them, because the way my insides are vibrating I can’t look at him.  

“It is you,” the stranger says, making me look at him. And then I realize, he’s not a stranger. I know this man. Or, at least, I knew the teenager he once was. The one who kissed me and left an indelible imprint on my heart and soul. 

“It’s me. Zach. Zach Knight,” he says, easily, confirming all my worst suspicions. 

So it is. 

Zach Knight.

The teenager who stole my heart, then crushed it. 

How is this happening?

“What  were you doing on the floor?” 

“I-I …” My mouth has dried up, and my speech? Incoherent.

“I can’t believe it’s you,” he says. “I can’t believe it’s really you, Maya.” 

He pronounces it perfectly. Mah-ya. The way I taught him. 

“What were you doing crawling about on the floor?” he asks again. 

“Looking for something,”  I mumble vaguely, confusion swirling around my body leaving me rudderless and a mess. Why is he so happy to see me? He’s grinning from ear to ear, as he steps forward and puts his hands on my arms, looking down at me, shaking his head, like he’s just unearthed some buried secret treasure. 

“What happened? You vanished without a word.”

I open my mouth. We can’t have this conversation here, now, after all this time.

His words overwhelm me. This entire evening has completely overwhelmed me. So much has gone wrong, and yet, this, now is so unexpectedly crazy, it makes the entire evening feel surreal. 

I try to tamp down the excitement ripping through me, tangled with shock because he’s grown now, yet as I stare at him, I see flashes of the teen I used to know. It’s still there, the green eyes, though the hair is a little darker than what it used to be. He’s so tall and handsome, and he’s looking at me like he’s so happy to see me. 

My heart drops in my chest, and I swallow with difficulty, trying to make sense of this vision before me, not daring to believe my eyes as images suddenly flash through my mind.

The first time I saw him I was standing outside the library, a place I wasn’t supposed to be in.

I hadn’t stepped in it. 

The door was open and I stood poised just outside, looking at the array of bookshelves, filled top to bottom.

Zach appeared out of nowhere. 

“Why don’t you go in?” he asked, casually. Like it was the most normal thing to do.

For him, maybe.

Not for me. 

I was about to tell him I couldn’t, but I didn’t like that we couldn’t, and if the son of the man who owned this place said I could, then that was good enough for me. 

So I walked into the huge room. High ceilings, and the biggest, tallest bookshelves I’d ever seen. A couple of leather couches. Soft lamps. 

I started looking around, my fingers feeling over the spines of books, the scent of musty old books and paper lingering in the air. He watched me, a smile lingering on his lips. “You seem so excited.”

“It’s ... beautiful.”

He shrugged. “It’s a library.”

It wasn’t just a library to me. 

He told me I could borrow any book I wanted. I told him we were forbidden from even being in here. 

“You can borrow anything you want, just don’t get caught.”

That’s what he said. And that was good enough for me. 

Tethered to that memory are others. In the greenhouse, the kitchen, the boathouse.

And the hot summer days.

The library. The greenhouse. The kitchen. Hot summer days. 

“All this time,” he chuckles softly. It’s too much to take in. His voice is deeper now and he’s also filled out more. 

“I-I never thought I’d see you again,” I say, my voice too breathless, giving away too much of my inner turmoil. 

A few times, after moving back to New York, I wondered if I’d ever run into him again. I purposely didn’t look up anything about the Knights, because I was so consumed by resentment. Though a tiny part of me did wonder if I’d ever see him again. 

“I’m so happy to see you again, Maya.” 

I’m not, so I don’t say the same thing back to him. I don’t share his happiness. He has a lot to be happy about. The son of a wealthy man, Zach has known trauma. But he’s just another fucked up billionaire with unlimited amounts of wealth to use as a band-aid over his problems. 

“So, how are you?” he asks, breaking out into a full wide white Hollywood smile.

Where do I even start? He has no idea, he never will. 

“I ...I’m working ... I can’t be talking to you,” I start to say. My gaze quickly scans him. He looks like a million dollars. Not a hair out of place, and wearing a big, shiny, blingy watch that’s probably cost more than my year’s rent. I suddenly feel self-conscious as I smooth a hand over my wild hair, and try desperately to brush off the dust on my skirt. 

“Looks to me like you’re running the show.” He looks around our makeshift office. 

I gaze at him, remembering when I last saw him. Mom and I leaving the place where she worked, Zach’s home, the Knight Estate. My eyes locked on the sad green eyes of the only friend I had here. He waved to me, looking calmer than I expected. 

Just as quickly, the memories fall away, and I’m left with a sense of extreme loathing for this man, and his family, and what they did to me and Mom. I ease my arm out of his grip. “I need to go. I’m working. I can’t stand around talking to you.”

“But it’s been so long since—”

Katherine suddenly appears out of nowhere. “Maya, don’t annoy Mr. Knight.” 

Zach doesn’t even glance at her, not even when she rests her hand on his arm. He so casually, with a shrug, gets her to remove it. I can’t believe my eyes. Then Cecil appears and pats Zach on the shoulder. 

“Zach, my good man.” Zach turns, and shakes Cecil’s hand. 

“I need a private moment. I’ll find you, Cecil. We’ll talk.” Just like that, Cecil obeys and leaves us. Katherine follows, looking confused, a curiosity in her eyes that wasn’t there before. She’s wondering why someone like Zach Knight wants to talk in private to me. 

I see it first hand, how this man has power. Suddenly, he’s all grown up, and his voice, his demeanour, who he is, can make someone like Cecil move. 

“Can we talk somewhere, in private?” He looks at me as if I’m the only person here at this event, and the thought of talking to him alone sends a wobble through me.  

“Zach! There you are.”

Two beautiful women appear on either side of him. I’m amazed at how popular this man is, and when I glance at the women, I do a double take. They’re identical twins. 

“Are you hiding from me?” one of them asks.

“Or me?” the other one asks.

He looks flummoxed, and I use this to make my exit, because this man is exactly who I knew he’d grow up to be. Another billionaire playboy I can’t stand. 

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full,” I mumble. “See you around.” 

I don’t wait for him to reply. I turn and rush off, heart pounding so hard it feels like it might explode. 

The last thing I want is to stand here, talking to Zach Knight, alone. 

Not now. Not ever. 

 

 


Chapter 4 

 

 

ZACH

 

Maya has vanished from sight.

I manage to shake off the twins and get back onto the floor for the after-event party, but I spend the entire evening looking for her. 

We can’t meet after all these years only for her to disappear. She obviously can’t disappear because she works here, so I walk around, mingling with people, but in the hope of finding her again. Unfortunately I’m constantly approached by people, and I pretend to be attentive, like I’m listening, but my attention is elsewhere. 

As I’m talking to a business associate, Maya appears in my peripheral. She’s talking to Katherine, then she rushes off to talk to Cecil. I wonder if she’s the only one running this show. I half-joked about it earlier, but it seems like she is. 

I get the feeling she’s overworked and underpaid. It’s obvious she isn’t treated well, and I heard firsthand the way her boss talks to her.

Crawling around on the floor like an animal, what the hell was she doing?

Every now and then my eyes find Maya. She darts in and out, but now she appears, with her jacket on, and carrying a box. I want to ask her so many questions about the past—where she went, why she went without saying a word and why she didn’t get in touch.

It looks like she’s leaving. I start to move towards her, Katherine’s hand snakes along my arm again. She’s territorial and predatory, and I can’t stand it. 

When I look again for Maya, she’s disappeared. Just like she did that time she and her mom left the Knight Estate. I didn’t understand it. They left without warning. No explanation. No chance to say goodbye. One day she was there, and the next she was getting into a black SUV. I watched from a distance, stunned, waving because I didn’t understand. I thought they would be back. That they were just running an errand.

Even though the house staff would never use one of our chauffeured cars to do that. 

I made the mistake of thinking she’d come back. That there would be time. 
But there wasn’t. 

I didn’t see her again.

Until now. 

“Great event.”

“Thank you.” She flashes me a smile that lingers too long. 

“Where’s your assistant?” I ask casually. Her smile doesn’t dim as she informs me that Maya is going back to the office. Understanding exactly why Katherine wants her gone, I excuse myself and leave, not bothering to hear what Katherine has to say.

 

***

 

MAYA	

 

 

Katherine wants me to take Cecil’s laptop back to the office. 

I’m annoyed that I can’t mingle with the guests, but the way I’m feeling, looking like a mess, still in my dirty day clothes, I think going home is the best option for me. It also means I won’t risk running into Zach again. Every time I peek out from behind the stage, I see him looking around the room.  I know he’s looking for me.

A few times, when I’ve had to ask Katherine something, I’ve felt his gaze on me, before I’ve seen him staring at me. Glad to make my escape, I rush out, with Cecil’s laptop balanced precariously on top of a medium-sized cardboard box filled with branded notebooks, pens, lanyards and leftover presentation packs. My rucksack is slung over one shoulder, and another bag, stuffed with clothes I never changed into, hangs from the other. I’m weighed down, off-balance, but the exit is in sight. I rush forward, the noise behind me dimming. 

My foot catches. It happens so fast. The box tilts and I remember thinking: I should never have balanced Cecil’s laptop on top. I lurch forward, until strong hands grip my arms, and I don’t fall. But the laptop slides off the box and hits the marble floor with a thud. 

The sound echoes, leaving me cold and empty again. 

What have I done?

This is Cecil’s laptop. 

The one Katherine specifically told me to take back to the office. And I’ve gone and broken it. She’ll kill me for this. Worse, she’ll fire me. I freeze, staring at the laptop in horror. I shouldn’t have rushed to get out of here. I should have been more careful.

Zach bends down and picks it up, turning it in his hands. He prevented me from falling. I should thank him, but I’m shaking too much. 

“Please tell me it’s okay,” I whisper, but a part of me knows it isn’t. He pulls it out of its sleeve. Thank goodness it had some semblance of protection. He opens it, and the screen lights up. 

The tension in my body eases , but as I peer at it, I see a crack splintering from the lower corner. It’s thin, and hairlike, crawling like a spider underneath the glass. The image flickers, and a faint bleed of color runs through the display like a bruise.

Cecil will notice.

I clap a hand over my mouth, shock oozing out in a gasp. “I’m dead. I’m actually dead.” The blame will land squarely on my shoulders. I can already see Katherine’s face, hear her voice, see her big, glaring eyes bugging out of their sockets because I’ve done the unthinkable.

Where is Tom?

This wouldn’t have happened had he been here to do his job. 

“It’s okay.” Zach looks at me, calm and unaffected while my world is unraveling with every passing second. .

“It’s not okay! This is Cecil’s laptop. I was supposed to return it to the office, not break it.” 

“Relax, Maya. I’ve got this.”

I open my mouth, a hundred questions at the ready, but Zach’s on his cell phone, sitting down at one of the big comfy chairs in the hotel lobby. He sets the laptop on the small coffee table. I’m acutely aware that he shouldn’t have access to it. No one should. I walk over to him, with no plan, other than feeling helpless.  

“Matteo. I need a favor,” he says, short and sharp. Then, “Yes. Now.” He catches me staring at him, then looks away, assessing the laptop again. “There’s been an accident. Cracked screen. Laptop still boots.”

“Who are you talking to?” I ask, but he’s focused, doesn’t hear me. 

“I don’t care what security layer it’s on,” he snaps. “I need it fixed quietly and fast.” 

I need to do something. He could be selling secrets to a spy. I’m aware that I’m paralyzed by inaction, but Zach has thrown me for a loop, and I don’t have any other options right now, other than to see where this goes. 

He turns the laptop over. “I’ll send you the serial number and the model. Can you clone the drive and swap the display?”

What? 

Then, he says, “As soon as. Right now, if you can.” He hangs up.

My heart thunders in my chest. “Who were you talking to?” 

“My … uh … brother,” he says. “Matteo.”

I’m about to say that he doesn’t have a brother called Matteo, but then I remember. 

He’s one of the secret brothers, from the secret family.

I remember when he told me. How we got talking, one day as I was walking past the boathouse. Zach was sitting on the edge of the old wooden jetty by the lake, skimming stones across the water. The boathouse sat slightly apart from the main house, and I only ever passed it when I was running an errand for my mom. I stopped, we stared at one another and he waved at me to come over.

So I did. 

We got talking about things. About schools, at first. He seemed slightly embarrassed telling me about the school he was at. It sounded fancy. I told him about my public high school, overcrowded and loud, with teachers who looked like they didn’t want to be there. 

We talked about my mom, and I asked him where his mom was. 

I wish I hadn’t. His face changed, and then it all came out, in little pieces. How his mom had died when he was nine, and how his father had another family. 

“What’s he going to do?” I ask, worried about my current predicament. 

“Fix it.”

“How?”

“If anyone can fix it, Matteo can.”

“But the security—”

“Is his specialty. If he can’t, someone in his team will. He’s in charge of tech at the company. You can trust him. You trust me, don’t you?”

He’s a Knight, and there are a million reasons I shouldn’t, but Zach was never like the others. I wonder if he’s still the teenage boy I started to fall in love with. 
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