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    ‘I thought you’d gone home for Christmas?’




    Innara Grant jumped, scattering mince pie crumbs all over her keyboard. Lee-the-hunk from security was standing by her desk looking as mouth-watering as ever in a crisp blue shirt. His hair, thick and shaggy and just a little too long, fell over his forehead in a way that made every woman who saw him want to run her fingers through it. Above his head, red and gold tinsel wafted in the air from the heating vents.




    ‘No such luck,’ she said, surreptitiously wiping the crumbs from her mouth. ‘A couple of reports came in last night which he’s not prepared to wait for. If I don’t do them today I’ll have to cut my break short, whereas if I do them now I don’t have to be back till after the New Year.’




    ‘He’s a harsh task master, making you work on Christmas Eve.’ Lee smiled sympathetically and Innara tried not to sigh too wistfully. The security guard’s Hollywood smile added a little private something to her day. The fact that he was gay didn’t stop him featuring in a few recent night-time fantasies too.




    ‘He is,’ she agreed. ‘But it’ll be worth it to get a whole week off. I’ll be leaving my laptop and work phone in my drawer and once I’m out of here, I guarantee nothing will ruin my Christmas this year.’




    ‘You be firm,’ said Lee. ‘I’ll be locking up around four so try and be finished by then. Have a good Christmas, Innara. You deserve it.’




    He headed off, glancing into the other offices, checking to see who else was still working. Absently, Innara munched on another mince pie. She did deserve it. This year had been rough but next year would be different. Once she got past January and the date of her not-going-to-happen-now wedding it would all be plain sailing. In January her new life could begin. Yaay, she thought weakly. 




    A couple of hours later she was done, the reports finished and emailed to her boss. Chances were he would look at them tomorrow; the mere fact he was abroad over Christmas wouldn’t stop him working. The man was rich as Croesus but didn’t know how to relax. 




    Slinging her coat over her arm and checking she had her car keys, Innara finally allowed herself to feel a little Christmassy. This was the first family Christmas she’d had in a while and she was determined to enjoy it. Her bags were in the car, presents all wrapped. Waiting for the lift, she checked her phone. A message from her mother wondering where she was and one from her sister, Tess, telling her to stick up for herself more and quit letting “that rat bastard” walk all over her when she should be partying.




    Smiling, she was texting back as she stepped into the lift. It was surprisingly busy as everyone seemed to have heeded Lee’s warning to be gone by four. People shuffled aside cheerfully to make room for her. Innara paid them little attention, concentrating on her message, deliberately adding a couple of hours to her journey time in case of traffic or bad weather, knowing her mother would worry. 




    The lift stopped on the ground floor and as the revellers spilled out she stuck her hand out the doors, phone held high. There had been no signal when the doors were closed but with a bit of luck she could get the message off before she reached the underground car park. Sending … sending …




    A man she knew vaguely from accounts grabbed her lightly round the waist as he was leaving. ‘If only we had some mistletoe,’ he lamented.




    ‘We could start the new year off with a harassment suit,’ Innara told him cheerfully.




    Laughing, he followed the others out. Innara saw Lee at his desk and did a finger wave but her attention was still on her phone. Sending … The lift doors slid together and she snatched her hand inside at the very last moment.




    Message sent! Good. That would save her a few minutes in the car. Just a straight run now to the Yorkshire Dales.




    ‘That was close. You nearly lost a hand.’




    The man’s voice behind her in what she thought was an empty lift made her jump. The phone flew from her hand and she dived for it, cursing, just as the lift lurched to a halt and the lights went out, plunging her into darkness. For a full ten seconds she didn’t move as she tried to figure out what was happening.




    ‘What … Who’s there?’ she asked sharply.




    ‘Sorry.’ His voice was clear and deep. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’




    She heard him move and sucked in a quick breath, head cocked as she tried to place him in the pitch darkness. ‘Who else is in here? What’s happening? Why have we stopped?’ she demanded, struggling to keep her voice even above the pounding of her heart.




    ‘Just me and you,’ he assured her. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d noticed me which is why I spoke up – I didn’t want to startle you. As for the lights and why we’ve stopped …your guess is as good as mine.’




    But Innara was barely listening. Instead of his words all she heard was the rich timbre of his voice in the darkness and she felt something like vertigo, as her mind tried to place herself – and him – in the pitch black. ‘Is it a power cut?’ she asked, her anxiety growing.




    ‘Shouldn’t think so. There’ll be backups for that. I’m sure it’ll be OK in a minute.’




    Oh yeah, easy for him to say. ‘What if it isn’t? What if they’ve switched everything off for Christmas? What if the whole office has shut down ...’




    ‘They don’t switch everything off, even for Christmas. The power stays on. I’m sure this is just a fault. It’ll be OK.’ His voice had taken on that exaggerated, soothing quality men use when dealing with hysterical women. In normal circumstance Innara would be annoyed. But these weren’t normal circumstances. 




    Stuck in total darkness in a confined space with a man she couldn’t see – even if he had a great voice – was not OK as far as she was concerned. She angled her head like a bat using radar, trying to locate him but the darkness was total, as thick and rich as velvet. Concentrating hard, though, she thought she could hear the rustle of an expensive suit. She could hear his breathing too, even and relaxed, unlike hers. At least he didn’t seem to be moving. Because if he touched her, even inadvertently, she suspected she would scream and then he would really know what hysterical sounded like. 




    Something touched her and she screamed.




    He swore and jerked back immediately ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise you were so close. There has to be an emergency phone. Any idea where?’




    Panic was clawing through her and she struggled to control it. The lift was about 12 foot square. How hard could it be to find something?




    ‘I can’t see a thing,’ she admitted.




    ‘I’m going to feel my way around the walls to find the phone. If I touch you again, it’s nothing personal, OK?’




    ‘OK.’ She steeled herself. A hand touched her boob and they both froze.




    ‘That’s not the wall, is it?’




    ‘No,’ she said in a small voice, not daring to move. 




    ‘Look, what if I take your hand? That way we can orientate ourselves without getting too personal or constantly apologising?’




    That sounded reasonable. As reasonable as a man in a lift with a hand on her boob could sound. ‘OK,’ she said. Reaching up tentatively, she lifted his hand from her breast. His grip was strong, the palm warm and dry against her clammy fingers.




    ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’m going to feel my way around the wall with my other hand. You just stand still.’




    Innara did as he said, her vertigo actually receding slightly at the contact, as though by touching him, she was somehow grounded.




    ‘I think I’ve got it. I need both hands.’ His hand slipped out of hers, leaving her oddly bereft. There was a sound and then a faint red glow. Not enough to reveal more than shadows, but she had the impression of height and broad shoulders.




    ‘Hello? Is anyone there? Hello?’




    There was nothing for a few minutes then Innara heard Lee’s voice saying warily, ‘Who is this?’




    ‘Lee? Thank God. We’re stuck in the lift. What the hell’s going on?’




    ‘Boss? Is that you? You’re in the lift?’ She could picture Lee looking at his bank of computer screens. ‘If it was anyone one else I would ask if you’re sure but I don’t suppose you’re the joking type. Everything here checks out, though. No faults showing.’ 




    ‘I can assure you we’re stuck,’ said Innara’s companion dryly. 




    ‘Who’s we?’ Lee wanted to know. ‘How many of you are there?’




    ‘Just me and Miss Grant from marketing.’




    ‘Innara?’ Lee sounded instantly concerned. ‘Are you OK?’




    ‘Of course she’s OK. We’ve been here all of two minutes. What do you think is going to happen to her?’




    ‘She’s claustrophobic,’ said Lee defensively.




    ‘Oh.’




    Innara felt rather than saw him turn before remembering he couldn’t see her. ‘Are you?’




    ‘A little. I’m fine, Lee. Can you get us out?’




    ‘I’ll have to contact the maintenance firm. As I say, it looks fine on the panel. The alarms won’t be ringing anywhere. Might take me a little time to get hold of someone, it being Christmas Eve.’




    ‘Do it.’ Her companion’s voice had taken on an edge as though he didn’t relish being trapped here with her for long. 




    ‘Whatever you say boss. You stay calm, Innara. I’ll be as quick as I can.’




    ‘Thanks, Lee.’




    When he put the phone back the faint light went out, plunging them into darkness again. ‘How long?’ she asked, fighting panic. 




    He didn’t know the answer to that any more than she did. ‘Lee seems to know you pretty well,’ he said instead.




    ‘He’s a friend.’ She could hear her voice shaking but could do nothing to control it. They could be here for hours. Days, if Lee couldn’t get someone. All Christmas, stuck in a lift. And she’d thought last Christmas was bad, spent alone when her fiancé got stuck in a blizzard in New York. 




    ‘Just how claustrophobic are you?’




    ‘A bit.’ But even she could hear the quake in her voice. The darkness was oppressive. She had no idea where he was, where the walls were, but she didn’t dare take a step in any direction in case she fell into the darkness. Crazy of course, but she was feeling more and more spaced out with every passing second. 




    ‘Would it help if I held your hand? I want to help but I don’t want to start the New Year with a harassment suit,’ he said, alluding to her earlier conversation and only half joking. 




    Actually, holding his hand earlier had helped. ‘Do you mind? I don’t know if my eyes are open or closed, don’t know if I’m standing up or lying down. It’s making me dizzy.’




    ‘We can’t have that,’ he said quickly. Presumably the only thing worse than being stuck in a lift with a hysterical woman was being stuck with a hysterical, fainting woman. Or a screaming one, because the truth was she wasn’t far off that either. 




    She reached out, hands outstretched, hit the solid wall of his chest and yelped in shock. She’d had no idea how close he was. Or how tall. Or well built. The thought of him so close when she couldn’t see him kind of freaked her out. But the solidity was good. Oh, the solidity was good in so many ways. It was all she could do not to run her hands over his chest, down to his abs to see if he was this firm all over –




    She waited for him to catch her hands but he didn’t. For a few minutes they stood there like statues, Innara’s hands splayed across his chest, feeling the rise and fall of his breathing. She could feel the heat radiating off him, the crisp cotton of his shirt, realised her hands were inside his suit jacket. Kind of personal but she reckoned it was up to him to fend her off. And there was no way she was reaching for his hands. Who knew what she might encounter on the way? That thought gave her pause. He was a big man; her senses were already telling her that. Was he big all over? 




    Her face flushed and she thanked her lucky stars he couldn’t see her in the darkness. 




    ‘We can stay like this,’ he told her. ‘Or you can put your arms around me if it helps. Or we can just hold hands. Whatever you’re comfortable with.’
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