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The Publisher



Josefina showed her access pass, nodded at the bouncer and walked through the doors to the Gothenburg Book Fair. People everywhere. Tall, skinny, curvy, short. Sweaty. People from the industry mixed with builders and organisers. A man with his tie loosely tied around his neck bumped into her and mumbled something about being in a hurry as he passed her. He barely looked at her.

But Josefina didn’t care. Not at all.

Her body was filled with excitement. Finally. She was thirty-three years old, and she might not have been to as many book fairs as for example Ruth who always bragged about meeting Astrid Lindgren once, but it was her second time as a professional publisher. She belonged. She was one of them. As a publisher at Gabriel’s, she was respected and recognised. And this time she had not made the same mistake as last year when she wore a pair of pants that were so tight she could barely sit down without passing out. No, this time she was looking forward to showing off her new pencil skirt from Just Cavalli with its horseshoe-shaped, golden buckle. Black, and extremely expensive. She didn’t want to think about all the noodles that she’d had to eat in order to try to mend the hole that the skirt had left in her wallet. Far too painful.

Josefina’s heals echoed against the floor as she walked towards the exhibition hall after leaving her coat in the wardrobe. The exhibition hall was full of books, stages, stalls, authors, publishers – people with big dreams that did everything they could to attract attention. She made a face when she remembered the year before. She had been standing in her stall as the author she had just interviewed was busy signing books. All of a sudden, five or six people got up from the audience and threw themselves over her like a pack of hungry hyenas. It was handshakes, smiles, canvas bags with homemade logos and hands digging into pockets.

Did you get my script?

Here is my business card.

Josefina, hi, remember me? My name is Beata. I emailed you a few pages from my biography, but you never got back to me. It might have ended up in your junk mail?

Josefina! Josefina! Hiiii!

Here, I have printed my script and I wonder if you could have a look at it? Look. I have it here in my bag.

The memory sent a shiver down Josefina’s spine and she tried to think about something else as she made her way through the stalls. The smell of sawdust lingered in the air and somewhere she could hear a hammer trying to finish the last details. She nodded and smiled at everyone she passed and adjusted her blonde ponytail. She was excited. In just thirty minutes, the doors would open to the public. It was only Thursday, the first day of the Fair, so all the visitors would have some connection to the industry. The real public would have to wait for tomorrow after lunch.

Josefina hated the Book Fair as much as she loved it. It was wonderful to meet all these people: readers, authors and colleagues from the industry. They socialised, laughed, got sore feet, had fancy dinners and drank expensive cocktails. It didn’t matter if you were an author or if you worked at one of the publishing houses. For four days, they were all one big, happy family. But it was also exhausting and there was nowhere to withdraw to.

Also, some of these authors weren’t super easy to have to do with. Gabriel’s only published the elite. They represented a lot of big names, and celebrities never forgot how important they were. It was their way or the highway. Someone refused to sign their books, someone else said he would sign books but never showed up, one of them passed out in their hotel room and another made it his thing to always be half an hour late. It was frustrating. With brave smiles, Josefina and her colleagues were pre-school teachers as much as they were publishers. At least that’s what it felt like. In other words, the work description was a bit fuzzy when it came to the Book Fair. It was all about putting out fires, and preventing them in the first place if possible.

“Josefina! Hi!” Her colleague Sahar Arain hugged her and pointed at the giant stall that the team at Gabriel’s had built. “Isn’t it nice? I picked the colours. Look, there is even a reading corner full of pillows over there, and over there you can sign books, and we have a whole shelf for romance novels. Come with me!”

“Yes, take it easy. It’s beautiful.”

Josefina followed Sahar into the cosy stall. Persian rugs covered the floor, and a little path was created in between old-fashioned low bookshelves made out of dark wood. Armchairs were placed out here and there with reading lights next to them. The strong fluorescent light was made softer by fabric hanging from the ceiling. It really felt like stepping into somebody’s living room. They had done it again. Josefina smiled when she imagined how pleased their authors would be. Last year, they had decorated their stall as an Arabian palace as they had released Arabian Love by Cecilia River that same month. It had been a great success. Gabriel’s were well known for publishing translations of Arabic and Persian poetry and beautiful books about Arabic architecture, so it had been perfect. Most stands settled for white walls, boring bookshelves and maybe a rug. She was proud of Gabriel’s for going all in.

“Did you have a good trip?” Sahar kept showing her around their stall, and she was moving so fast now that Sahar’s black braid bounced against her back. “You missed the meet-and-greet yesterday. Richard Steel was there and he asked about you. You haven’t met him yet, have you?” She leaned in and whispered. “Damn, I’ll tell you. He is a hottie. You’ll love him!”

Sahar’s eyes were moist. “And do you know what else he asked? He asked if you were going to our secret cocktail party tonight. You know, the fancy-dress party?” She stroked the back of copy of Arabian Love. “Are you going? Are you?” Sahar stared at Josefina. A small blue vein pulsated in her forehead.

Josefina smiled to herself. He had asked about her and Sahar was already jealous.

“Maybe,” Josefina answered.

Richard Steel. Her heart skipped a beat. Of course, she would love him. The fact was, she already did. He was older than her—fifteen years and two months to be exact—and Josefina had still been living with her parents when he first became famous. She had dressed in crop tops and worn blue eye shadow and huge silver rings in her ears, and she had covered the walls of her room with posters of her biggest idols. Richard Steel was definitely one of them. Josefina still remembered her favourite picture of him; slightly turned to the side with his golden hair falling down into his forehead, his smile crooked and sensual. She had kissed that picture when she was fifteen, over and over, and she had tried to imagine what it would feel like to kiss him for real. Then he had showed up here and there: on posters in town, in morning sofas on TV and in reviews in the big papers.

At first she hadn’t even read his books, but once she tried one she was hooked. He was perfect. His writing was perfect. He became her favourite author. Although she normally didn’t like crime novels. But I would have never chosen this profession if it wasn’t for…

“Hello? Earth to Josefina?”

Josefina blinked and forced herself to think about something else. The past was the past and the present is the present. Now she was his publisher. A dream come true.

“Hottie, by the way?” she mumbled as professionally as she could. “A bit inappropriate, don’t you think?” She was blushing.

Sahar held her hands up in front of her and laughed and continued to walk along the bookshelves. “I’m just the receptionist, let a girl dream a little. You are the one who is going to work with him. I’m just telling you that he has a charisma that makes your uterus wanna give him, like, ten kids.”

“Let’s not blow this, now.” Josefina followed her and touched the shiny backs of the books. The scent of freshly printed books washed over her. “You didn’t stare at him, right?”

“Stare?” Sahar turned around and blinked. “No…”

“Something made him leave Olausson’s. Maybe they had a crazy receptionist that was trying to get him into bed too?”

Or a publisher? Josefina looked down at her nails.

“Have you even seen him?”

Who hadn’t seen him? But Josefina tried her hardest to hide how attracted she was to him. She was pretty new in the business and it was a miracle that she was even working for a company of Gabriel’s calibre. And she liked it there. Loved it. She wouldn’t blow all that just because the super hot author from her dreams showed up. She would prove to herself that she could be professional.

He is going to the fancy-dress party!

“I’ve seen pictures of him, yes,” she said casually and sat down in one of the leather armchairs. “His picture is everywhere nowadays. Especially after his divorce last year.”

“So?” Sahar put something down in front of her and put her hands on her hips. Her nail polish matched the stall. Josefina was surprised to see her stand still for once. “You don’t think he’s attractive?”

“It’s nothing special about him,” Josefina lied.

“Are you a robot, or are you lying?”

Josefina closed her eyes for a second and leaned her head back. “Ah, it’s so nice to sit down for a second.”

“You are trying to change the subject.”

“I am trying to be professional, and so should you.”

“Yeah, right.”

“We are here with work, remember that.” Josefina took her phone out of her bag and opened her calendar. She was painfully aware of the fact that she had a meeting planned with Richard in forty-five minutes. “We need to keep him happy.”

“Yeah. Exactly.”

 

Josefina bit her nails, crossed her legs and rested one of her elbows on the table. The corridors were slowly filling with people, but the café in the corner was still pretty empty. She had a cup of steaming hot coffee on the table in front of her on top of a couple of shiny hand-outs about some Fantasy and Science Fiction books. One of them was called Equidae. Another one Svärmen. Josefina looked at them for a second, she wasn’t very interested in shape shifters or books about other planets. Gabriel’s didn’t publish stuff like that. It was too hard to sell.

But they knew how to set up a fancy-dress party with a fantasy theme.

Josefina’s first one with Gabriel’s, and even if she was an obvious guest, it was still exclusive. Only the head of the publishing house and VIP guests… and this year they were picking up the Arabian theme again. A little less serious this time, though. Aladdin and One Thousand and One Nights.

Josefina started to feel impatient. She remembered how Sahar had frowned when their boss had put his foot down and told everyone what to do for the party. Sahar had mumbled that Aladdin was actually added to the original One Thousand and One Nights by a Frenchman who barely knew a thing about the rich culture along the Silk Road. Also, she added, One Thousand and One Nights had loads of Persian stories in it.

Sahar’s comments had made Josefina wonder why she was still a receptionist and not one of the publishers or editors at Gabriel’s that were all passionate about the oriental section of their publications. She had promised herself to talk to her about it later.

When would he be here?

She turned her head and looked over at the stalls and corridors of the Fair. The decorated walls slowly disappeared behind jackets, coats, shirts and pants that moved together and created a hallucinatory pattern. Josefina shook her head to get back to reality. Her stomach started to hurt.

Richard should have been here five minutes ago.

What if he was one of those authors that were always late? That would definitely make her lose respect for him. Sure, he was only human, but she had looked up to him forever. In her world he was perfect. Hot, polite and funny. But in reality, she had no idea. What if he was rude and aggressive? Would she find him in his hotel room, surrounded by naked women?

“Hi there! Are you Josefina?”

Josefina stood up so suddenly that she tipped over her coffee cup. “Shit! I mean, hi. But shit, that’s hot.”

The hot coffee burned through her skirt and a brown stain spread close to her crotch.

Shit, shit, shit!

She hadn’t brought a change of clothes. At least nothing professional. Josefina’s heart was racing when she reached a hand covered in coffee out to greet the man. She blushed and looked at him. He smiled at her and his eyes sparkled. His whole being made her want to faint and die, but the publisher in her forced her to stay professional.

“Are you okay?” He took her sticky hand without blinking and squeezed it. His handshake was firm. Sexy. Then he pulled out a napkin and started to pat her dry. “That looks like it hurts, isn’t it super hot? Are you in a shock? Hello?”

Josefina’s jaw dropped. He wiped her.

Or, patted her. Careful not to get too close.

“You better sit down again. I’ll get you another coffee. Maybe one with suction cups?” Richard looked at her as he backed away. The napkin was dripping. Tiny drops of what must be the least sexy colour Josefina had ever seen fell on Richard Steel’s white linen trousers and created a surreal pattern on his thigh.

He didn’t seem to notice. At all.

Josefina’s mouth was dry. She felt like the drops hit her own leg. The heat spread upwards.

Hot? Check.

Polite? Check.

Funny? So far.

 

Richard Steel had googled his new publisher Josefina probably twenty times already. The best picture of her was the one on Gabriel’s website. According to him. Blonde, with big blue eyes underneath thin eyebrows, she looked straight into the camera. Her teeth were whiter than her hair and her pale skin. And her mouth… Plump lips, light pink, and a very sexy cupid’s bow. He had already fallen in love with the expression on her face; he had even created a character for his next novel based on her. Miss Frost. Richard thought he remembered someone with that name in a Bond movie, but he didn’t care. He did work in an industry built on inspiration after all.

And there she was now. His own publisher. She seemed taller in real life than he had imagined during his wine-fuelled research sessions. And a lot sexier. Especially now when she was trying to stay professional in a very chaotic situation. Like that sticky hand she had greeted him with.

Richard smiled to himself.

But…

So forbidden.

He knew she was much younger than him, and you don’t sleep with your publisher. His writing would definitely suffer from a mishap like that. His career too, if it got out.

Wouldn’t it?

He hit his tailbone when he backed into the counter and swore to himself. Someone cleared their throat behind him.

“How about another coffee?” a friendly but weathered face asked him when he turned around. The contrast of the older woman’s face compared to Josefina’s reminded him of The Shining when Johnny found the woman in the bathtub in room 237. Richard loved horror movies. Right now he felt like he was living in one. It was too much. He had considered writing horror, just like King, but he quickly realised that crime novels sold better. And he wanted to sell. A lot. Richard Steel was a name that everyone knew by now. Very good. Good choice.

“Yes please,” he said.

“I’ll bring it to you. And here, napkins.” She smiled a little bit. Threw a glance down at his hand. There was still coffee on it. “Anything else?”

Richard was already walking away, back to the table where a pale hand was cleaning up the last evidence of the accident.

“A new coffee is on its way.” He forced himself to look into those blue eyes. He was dangerously close to letting his gaze wander over the shiny red fabric of her shirt and what was underneath it. On his way back to the table he had also noticed that her skirt had slid up a little, showing her beautiful calves and the beginning of her slender thighs. Authors, especially authors of crime novels, were used to register, store and process things they saw. In that order.

“Thanks, that’s nice of you. I really don’t know what happened.” Her voice was light and cheerful. Slightly vibrating.

The air between them felt thick.

“Hm, a shame it wasn’t red wine. It would have blended with your shirt. But we can change that of course. Maybe tonight?” Richard gave her a crooked smile. A smile that melted glaciers and set lakes on fire. He ran his hand through his golden hair and continued without mercy: “Isn’t Gabriel’s hosting a cocktail party tonight? A secret one?”

Very few people knew about the party. Even fewer were invited. But now he was one of them. He had sold himself to Gabriel’s, and now it was time to cash in.

The fact that Josefina had played a big part in his decision was something that he didn’t want to share with her right now.

“Haha, I much rather pour wine in my mouth, than… other places.” Josefina squirmed and stared at him with round eyes. “But it’s great that you want to come to our party. What are you planning to wear? The theme is…”

“Aladdin, I know.” Richard moved his chair closer to his publisher. He placed his elbows on the table and leaned towards her. “Wasn’t that supposed to be a secret?” He whispered and put his hands up to make discrete quotation marks in the air. They sat like that for a while, breathing the same air. His knee touched hers and she flinched. A drop of sweat trickled down her neck and he followed it with his gaze. “But who knows, maybe I’ll show up as the genie?”

“Will you grant me three wishes then? If I happen to run into you, I mean?” Josefina whispered the last part.

Richard removed the sweat drop from her neck with a finger. The drop of sweat had almost reached her collarbones. He heard how she gasped. How she sighed and almost demanded to be touched again.

“At least three wishes,” Richard whispered to her and moved a lock of her blonde hair behind her blushing ear. “But you will have to solve a riddle first.”

“I’ll remember that,” she whispered. A couple of centimetres of air were all that stopped their lips from touching, and Richard lost himself in her scent. Sweat mixed with vanilla and her coffee-breath.

He could sit like that forever. Breathing in Josefina, bringing the sleeping passion inside of him to life again. He didn’t really know what it was she did to him, and she obviously hadn’t done that much so far, except spilling coffee over herself and make a mess of his clothes, but… that expression on her face, her charisma, her face and her body… She was extremely attractive.

“So maybe we should go through some questions?” Josefina’s smooth voice made him blink slowly and nod.

“Absolutely, Josefina, absolutely.” Richard pulled himself together. “I’m very glad that I have made this decision, taken a leap of faith so to speak, and I look forward to our collabor…”

“In the movie Inception, Saito says that…” Josefina interrupted. She smiled and made a note on her notepad. “I like it. It’s never wrong to take a leap of faith. Right?”

 

Josefina bit the inside of her cheek as she walked back to Gabriel’s after changing her clothes in the bathroom. It was half past eight and they were the only people that had access to the exhibition hall. No other publishing house had gotten permission to arrange a cocktail party at the venue tonight, Gabriel’s had made sure of that. You can buy most things, after all. Here and there she could see someone walking through the corridors, on their way out. Soon, the people that were invited to the party would be the only people left.

Every person she passed looked at her. She smiled at the attention she was getting. It wasn’t every day you saw an Arabian princess. At least not one dressed like a character from a fairy tale. Hopefully the looks she was getting meant that her outfit looked good. She had a blue and shimmering headscarf and a thin veil covering her nose and mouth. A golden net hung over her head and tiny golden pieces of glittering jewellery and shiny pearls created a glistening half-circle across her forehead. She had spent twenty minutes in the tiny toilet to try to get her makeup right. And she had succeeded. Obviously. Her blue eyes had smiled back at her confidently through the mirror.

The fact that she was wearing a crop top made her laugh to herself and she had hit the wall of the tiny bathroom when she attempted a little belly dance as she imagined herself in her teenage room. He pale skin shone behind the golden fabric of her shirt, and a piece of jewellery glittered in her belly button. Her skirt shimmered in different blue nuances. It hung loosely on her hips and was slightly see-through. Underneath it she was wearing blue silk panties from Victoria’s Secret. They had sparkling beads attached to them in a very fitting place. Not very modest. But the email had urged everyone to really go all in, and that’s what she had done she told herself when she turned a corner and saw Gabriel’s stall.

But the email didn’t say anything about sexy panties… The devil in her had made that choice for her. Just in case…

Butterflies filled her stomach. Was Richard here already? Had he also gone all in, or had he picked a more discrete outfit? She looked at the people in the long line to the champagne. She didn’t see a genie. She spotted her boss as he greeted the guests and Josefina waved at him when their eyes met. She said hi to a bunch of her colleagues and some people she recognised as authors that they represented in their push for oriental literature. Most of them looked a bit confused when she introduced herself, as if they weren’t sure who she was. Gabriel’s didn’t really highlight their “section for popular culture,” as her boss always called the people working there.

Even if we are the ones making all the money, crime fiction sells like crazy…

“Josefina,” a familiar voice called her name through the loud raï-music that played in the big exhibition hall. A short woman broke free from the crowd and ran toward Josefina on high heels.

Sahar handed Josefina a glass of champagne and said: “screw the line.” She spun around to show off her outfit. She was wearing purple polyester pants and a crop top from a cheap costume shop, and a string with golden coins—unfortunately they looked pretty plastic—dangled around her waist. “Hot, huh? But come on, you look like you were born in Agrabah!”

“Maybe I was?”

Sahar bowed in front of Josefina’s feet. “Your sandals. Wow, they are perfect. And what a skirt! Where did you buy it? Everything looks so real. God, the rings, the nail polish… Have you pierced your navel?

“It’s fake.”

Sahar stood up on wobbly legs and supported herself on Josefina’s arm. “There are snacks and popcorn in there. Come!” She pulled Josefina into the warmth. The temperature rose with each step.

“Are there any more people I have to say hi to?” Josefina asked her a little bit too loudly. Sahar pretended not to hear her and kept advancing through the crowd.

“You will never guess what just happened, by the way. Edward Örn tried to get in—it’s incredible how he can smell free alcohol from miles away—and it took us probably fifteen minutes to get him to leave.

“Yeah?” Josefina scanned the room and all the dressed-up people. She smiled behind her veil every time she caught someone’s eye, but she kept getting disappointed. What if he wasn’t coming?

“He is annoying, just because you are famous it doesn’t mean that you can get in everywhere, right?” Sahar handed Josefina a bowl of popcorn. The scent from the buttery corn filled the air between them. “His last book wasn’t even good. Did you read it?”

“What?”

“The last book by Edward Örn?”

“No…” Josefina looked around the room again. All her eyes could see were backs dressed in fancy fabrics, strange hats and slightly intoxicated eyes. If he didn’t show up within half an hour, she would leave. The floor was already sticky underneath her sandals and there were way more guests there than she had expected for such an exclusive and secret party. On the other hand, Gabriel’s was a big publishing house and the guest list was probably filled with hundreds of colleagues, authors and all sorts of collaborating partners.

Sahar turned around to answer a question and in that very second, Josefina locked eyes with Richard Steel. He was standing right next to her. He smiled and took her hand. Like a gentleman. She didn’t have time to react before he kissed the back of her hand with soft lips. It sent a shiver down her spine.

“There you are!” he called out. "I’ve looked for you everywhere. I’m not really made for parties like these. I hate being in a room with this many people.

Me too, Richard. Me too. All she could do was smile, and it was now obvious to her why she had put so much effort into her outfit and why she had stayed at the party for this long without giving up.

Richard kept holding her hand close to his mouth. “You look beautiful,” he breathed against her skin. “Amazingly beautiful. I recognised your eyes. And your body… your posture, I mean.” Richard too a step back to get a better view of her. “Outstanding!”

“You are… you look… I mean…”

“I’m a genie, yes. And you are a princess, I assume?”

She nodded, still with her hand just by his lips. The truth was that she could barely breathe. He smelled like incense and looked like someone straight out of Lawrence of Arabia.

She had watched the movie more than five times. And there he was now, a sex god from the desert. Josefina couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was wearing a turban in the same colour as seaweed and a golden mask in front of his eyes. Under the turban, just by his hairline, he was showing off a huge emerald. Expensive.

Josefina swallowed hard and tried to resist her urge to look down at his crotch. Richard’s upper body was naked and his neck was decorated with golden chains taken straight from One Thousand and One Nights. Golden rings around his wrists. A heavy golden belt hung over his hips, holding up a pair of blue harem pants. They were tailored in a way that accentuated his bulge.

Josefina tried her hardest not to stare at it.

He has really put effort into this. Josefina felt a tingling sensation in between her legs. She was turned on by the fact that Richard had thought out such a great outfit. Just like she had.

He had even painted golden spirals on his chest and arms. Maybe a little bit over the top, but still… his chest looked strong with two stiff nipples peeking out from two firm pecks. The hair on his chest was black under all the glittering necklaces. He didn’t exactly have abs, but it was obvious he took care of his body. Not all authors had the time or interest for that. As the icing on the cake, he wore a pair of genie shoes in the same green colour as his emerald.

Josefina felt all her blood rushing down to her vagina. It pulsated in between her legs.

“You forgot the beard,” Josefina whispered and tried to break the spell.

“That’s only in Disney,” Richard mumbled. Josefina saw his pupils dilate and heard his breathing become heavier.

“I see…” She slowly stroked his chin with her hand. His stubble tickled her fingertips. Josefina knew that they were standing in the middle of the party, but she couldn’t hear the music. Couldn’t hear the people in the room. Maybe because her heartbeat was pounding in her ears. But who was she trying to fool?

Herself? Him?

You could literally cut the attraction between them with a knife. And she had not managed to cool down the situation. Not that she wanted to. Most of all, she wanted to kiss those plump lips there and then, feel his skin against hers, breathe the same air as him… she wanted to….

“A riddle for you, my dear,” Richard interrupted her thoughts and walked closer to her. It made the fabric of her skirt move. Even her veil moved slightly. “Who has a back, but is neither human nor animal?”

“But, Richard!” She laughed at him and felt how a muscle under her right eye started to twitch. It always did that when she was excited. It didn’t matter what she was excited about. “That is pretty… simple, don’t you think?”

“It’s a riddle, you have to answer it to get your wish.”

“Too easy!”

“I’ll give you a clue, it’s not what you think.”

“Right. What else could it be?” She reached for her glass and took a well-needed sip. And another one. What the heck, she might as well finish it. The heat spread through her. “I thought you would be a bit more… complicated.”

“Haven’t you read my books, my dear Josefina?”

“Haha.” She put a hand on his shoulder and swallowed a hiccup. “I have read them. I even had a poster of you in my room. When I was a teenager, I mean. Long time ago.”

He leaned forward and breathed on her lips. “I have based a character on you.”

“The answer to the riddle is book.”

“Correct! I underestimated you. I apologise.”

Josefina blinked. “It can happen to the best of us, Richard, maybe you have been trapped in that lamp for too long?”

He put his big hands on her hips and pulled her closer. He carefully moved her blonde braid to the side and whispered: “Who is simple now? I never thought my publisher would be such an ageist.”

“I’m not…”

“Give me one more chance…?”

Through his harem pants, Josefina felt Richard’s bulge press against her stomach, just above her pubic mound. Her nipples reacted straight away and pressed against his chest. He was so warm, and she knew that it wasn’t only the temperature of the room that made him sweat. Now it was her turn to track a drop of sweat trickling down towards his collarbone with her finger. She continued to move her finger down over his chest.

Richard swallowed and she could see his Adam’s apple move under his skin.

“The one who doesn’t have me tries to win me, the one who has too much of me tries to make me shorter. Who am I?” His breath smelled of grapes and mint. He held a finger under her chin and breathed the words into her mouth.

“There you are!” Sahar stepped in between them with all of her fake jewellery rattling. She didn’t seem to notice that Josefina was blushing. “So, I see you have finally met, great. Richard, it will be a pleasure to represent you. I hope that Josefina has made you feel welcome.”

Richard didn’t even look her way. “She definitely has. We are getting along great…”

“I have to go now.” Josefina swept the veil to one side, smiled and blew a kiss Richard’s way. Follow me, she whispered soundlessly to him and hoped that Sahar wouldn’t see it. Then she left them as quickly as she could, made her way through the crowd and hurried into the corridor. It was wide and empty, just what she needed. When she thought about how Sahar had barged in like a social bulldozer and destroyed everything, her blood boiled.

The angel and the devil argued above her head. Oh my God, what had he done to her? It was magic. Wizardry. Maybe he was a genie? Her head felt fuzzy and all she could think about was that she wanted to grind against her author.

Not good! How professional is this behaviour on a scale of 1 to 10?

The angel whispered to her that she should probably go out and get some fresh air to get rid of this paralysing desire. The devil calmly pointed out that her pussy pulsated and longed, and that she could feel it in her whole body. She needed him. And that’s why she had told him to follow her like that.

No, she needed somebody, the angel on her shoulder reminded her. She barely knew Richard and he barely knew her. What she had learned from the Internet didn’t count. Birthday, star sign and interviews. That wasn’t stuff that…

Stop it, Josefina, the devil laughed. He is that somebody and you have asked him to chase you. You are extremely horny and soon, Richard Steel will come for you. What are you going to do about it?

What was that? She heard a pair of heavy footsteps following hers. She stopped. Leaned against a grey stall. Olausson’s! How ironic.

All the stalls were empty and she could hear the sound of the party in the distance. The scent of new books mixed with her champagne breath. Right, the alcohol. She was a little tipsy. Maybe that’s why she had fallen so hard for Richard? The smell of incense and mystery caught up with her, a sandstorm that she couldn’t outrun.

“Josefina, wait!”

And the angel shut up.

 

Richard had wanted to kill the receptionist when she’d barged in like that, killing the vibe and destroying the moment that he and Josefina had had. He couldn’t help but letting out a snide comment.

How could she? A seagull had more social grace than that.

Luckily, she realised her mistake quite quickly and backed away slowly with her hands in a defensive gesture. Richard had felt sorry for her for a second, then he started walking through the ocean of faces and sweaty bodies and snacks and… Josefina told him to follow her? Didn’t she?

There she was!

She was slightly unsteady on her legs but she moved pretty quickly through the corridor, supporting herself against the grey wall of Olausson’s stall. The contrast between her and the grey colour palette of his previous publisher’s stall couldn’t be greater. He paused for a moment and felt grateful for leaving the party. And for why he was leaving the party…

“Josefina, wait!” He sounded desperate; he could hear it.

She twitched and pushed her pretty shoulder blades together. She was incredibly beautiful from the back too, sexy and vulnerable. He wanted her. And Richard noticed how she reacted to him, how she met him, how she wanted…

There was no going back now.

Fuck consequences.

“Stop, please!” Richard wasn’t used to having to ask for stuff. He was used to getting what he wanted before he even asked.

“And why would I stop?” Josefina said in a raspy voice. She glanced over her shoulder to look at him. Her eyes were round. Shiny.

“Maybe you can help me duct tape a receptionist? First of all.” Richard had caught up with her and he put his hands on her slim waist. She trembled in his arms. For a moment, he thought she was crying, but when he touched her face he didn’t feel any tears.

“I would love to,” she giggled. “Sahar admires you; she thinks you are the hottest author that we represent. A real catch.”

“Oh, you don’t say. And what does my publisher think?” he breathed against Josefina’s neck. Rickard moved one of his hands upwards, slowly, slowly over the smooth, naked skin of her belly.

"A lot of people call me their publisher, Richard. You’re not my only author.” She tilted her head back and he felt a hand brush against his stubble.

“So I hear. So much praise. Easy to deal with, fantastic with her words, full of imagination and…”

“Did you run out of words, genie?” Josefina put a hand on top of Richard’s other hand as it moved downwards. She applied some pressure to it when it reached her pubic mound. Richard felt her radiate heat like hot sand on a beach. “And secondly? Why would I stop?”

“I will run out of so much more than words, Josefina. Time will freeze and become shorter if you don’t stay. I need you. And I think that maybe you need…”

“Haha, you are time, right? And I would love to have more of you, but… you will have to catch me first. My riddle to you, Richard: Where do you find a publisher who has lied down to have a nap?” Josefina squirmed in his grip and Richard drowned in her blue eyes. “So eager. Already,” she whispered, and pressed hard against him, against the bulge that hid in his harem pants. “It will be hard to track down a princess in this state,” she said and cupped her hand around his cock. They were standing so close together that he could feel her stiff nipples through the fabric of her top. He felt unsteady on his legs and had to lean against the wall.

“What do you mean? Track down?” her whispered. Richard could hear how tense he sounded, and he bit his lip hard.

“You won’t need this anymore.” Josefina untied the string to his golden mask. She gasped when she saw his black eyes. Richard was wearing eyeliner and now he stared back at her with dark, almost demonic, eyes. Josefina swallowed. “Close your eyes. Count to twenty. “And hold my sandals.”

When Richard opened his mouth to say something—he didn’t know what, but something—she covered his mouth with her hand.

“Shhh, just do as I say.” Her voice was firm. “Let’s see if you can find what you’re looking for while you still have time.” Josefina pouted her lips and continued: “Start now, time is running out.”

Richard’s nervous system reacted to the slightest touch. Josefina had put a spell on him and had him wrapped around her finger. He couldn’t resist, couldn’t argue… all he could do was nod silently. She put her fingertips on his eyelids and closed them.

“Twenty, huh?” he said, his voice raspy. “Not a second more…”

A pair of sandals landed in his hand. “Take good care of these,” she whispered and gave him a quick kiss on the lips.

What did she mean with that?

Richard pretended to count as he listened to the sound of her feet against the floor. It came from all directions. First from the right, from the left, then weaker, from the right again. Or? Or! And what did she mean with have a nap. She was messing with him. She was messing with Richard Steel. He deserved it.

What had he been thinking? You don’t just walk into a publishing house and grab a publisher. Not like that. But… she felt the same way. That was obvious. His time. The looks. The way they touched. The kiss. And they were both grownups. Both horny. It was obvious.

Richard was sweating.

The music from the party sounded like cotton in his ears, it sounded distant and exotic. He ran his hand over his forehead, his turban was steaming. Luckily, he was wearing a lot of Egyptian sandalwood perfume. He was feeling hot, and his cock was far too hard for him to be playing games like this.

Richard stopped counting; he had been pretending all this time anyway. He took a deep breath and looked around. Potential threat to the right; a man who was way too drunk raised his glass in his direction in some kind of greeting. It was all happening in slow motion. Straight ahead he saw a couple. It looked like they had just hooked up and were heading to a hotel room to get to know each other better.

She must have gone left. Hurry up now, Richard. He walked, almost ran, down the corridor. After a couple of seconds, he could smell her. Her scent. He tried to identify all the notes of her scent, but all he could say for sure was that it was some kind of fruit and vanilla. Either way, it smelled fantastic. Peach? Or maybe mango?

It was darker over here than at the party. He walked around for a bit in the dim light of the emergency exit, smelled the air and felt extremely silly. He was tracking his publisher. Josefina. Insane.

Suddenly he found himself in front of Taletel’s stall. It was huge compared to the smaller stalls surrounding it. The green neon light mixed with the orange that was typical for the publishing house. Sofas, tables, chairs, bookshelves, walls, the carpet… All 1970s orange. How the hell had they done that?

Richard stared at the row of headphones that hung from the roof. You could listen to their books for free, as well as recorded panel discussions where “experts” talked about romance and feel-good novels. And people from Taletel cheering the discussions on. No, it wasn’t for him.

Have a nap…

He loved the way Josefina’s brain worked. He would love to fuck her excellent mind too.

 

Josefina tried her hardest not to be seen as she was lying between the rows of orange benches that created a half-circle in front of the stage. Just like in a movie theatre, there were a couple of different levels of benches and there was a partition wall behind the last row. It was easy for her to hide in the middle of the half-circle. Even if she was slightly uncomfortable. Her heart raced, her right eye twitched, her skin vibrated, and she bit her nails. She couldn’t move. Because if she did—twisted, blinked or straightened her back—her jewellery would give her away.

If Richard kept walking past the headphones, he would find her any moment. She heard him walking on the other side of the wall, slowly. It sounded like he was playing hide and seek. An erotic version of the old classic. Josefina’s body was filled with glitter; a rain of tiny drops of water that exploded inside of her. So excited!
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