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         No way? Really? Oh god… Yes!

         Olivia walked along the long tables at Seaview Dining, the fancy restaurant at M/S Cinderella, and grazed her fingers against the linen tablecloth. She had finally been placed next to her boss. Nathan Mayer, the man with the deep, melodic accent from Central Europe. Bavaria, according to someone. He was tall and almost had the same chocolaty brown skin tone as her. Dark brown and thick hair, pronounced eyebrows and a delicate mouth. It had taken two months at her new job before she’d had access to his chic office. Well, suite was probably a better word for it – she had seen at least two doors other than the one she had been escorted through.

         From that moment on, they had had a tête-à-tête meeting every other week for briefing and development. He happened to be her supervisor: and he did not take economic responsibilities lightly. He wanted to control everything.

         Most people would call him a control freak.

         But not Olivia. She felt upgraded – as if she had reached the top level in some sort of game – and even though Nathan had always been extremely esoteric, introvert and politically correct, she now had a feeling she knew him better.

         The glances he threw at her the last meeting…

         She laughed quietly as she felt all saliva disappear from her mouth, and the tongue laid there like sandpaper against the roof of her mouth.

         Everybody knows that anything can happen at Christmas parties.

         “That’s me,” she crowed and pointed at the small, glittery sign with her name on it: Olivia de Torres. She felt ridiculous, but she wanted to say something. Sound surprised and optimistic. Her colleagues started nodding silently, and a few of them started laughing a little.

         Olivia looked around the room as she awaited a sign to take a seat. Garlands of red and gold were hanging from the roof, streamers lay on the tables, and the tablecloths were embroidered with Santa Claus and his elves. Every corner of Cinderella seemed to fit a Christmas tree, and they were all dressed to the nines. It felt like the whole boat was glittering and sparkling. And singing. It was so subtle, it sounded like lounge music. Always there, but never really – but Olivia recognized a refrain or a phrase here and there.

         When she suddenly felt a firm hand rest on the small of her back, her cheeks flushed, and her thighs felt warm. The chair was pulled out, and the hand gave her a slight push forward.

         “Madame,” Nathan said with his deep, warm accent, and Olivia sunk down onto her seat when the edge of the chair bumped against the hollow of her knee. “Nothing work-related for the next twenty-four hours, got it… Olivia?”

         He smelled of leather and something else that Olivia couldn’t put her finger on. He was way too close to her ear and cheek. The hair on her neck stood up, and a thousand butterflies started dancing somewhere inside her stomach.

         “Of course not… Nathan. I already know everything about this Christmas party, down to the last chocolate box.” She cleared her throat. She was out of oxygen, and she felt the rocking of Cinderella a thousand times harder. If only he would come closer…

         “I know you do,” he whispered. “Swedes and their chocolate, right?” Then he gave her shoulder a squeeze, and Olivia’s blood rushed down. Her folds felt swollen, and the tingle between her legs made it hard to sit still. She squirmed a little under the pressure of his hand. It was the first time he ever touched her, aside from the times he had shook her hand.

         Olivia jumped when Nathan clinked a spoon against the champagne glass to demand attention. He was still standing behind her, and now his hand slid down behind her shoulder and to her shoulder blade.

         Olivia felt like she was slowly dying as the chatter stopped.

         “Friends. Colleagues. Without you, Promise could never have happened.” The boss made a dramatic pause. Before Nathan continued, Olivia thought that he was good at this – everybody’s eyes were still on him, and they devoured his words through their gaze. “The year-end result is better than ever. Again.”

         Applause and appreciative mumbles went through the room.

         “But of course, it’s not all about money. Money is just the result from the magic all of you, my dear co-workers, do for Swedish fashion – I’m inclined to call it haute couture – that in the end lets thousands of people dress stylish, smart and above all… sexy.”

         Giggles and discrete laughter.

         Olivia felt him press against the skin between her shoulder blades as he said the last word. Not at all like him. She starts sweating, and her panties start feeling too small. And wet.

         “And this year, we have honed our magic and refined and polished our way of presenting ourselves. Instead of relying on freelance photographers that might not be very devoted to the job, or to Promise and our philosophy, we have decided that this fashion house will be handling all photo shoots in-house instead.”

         More applause, and some people even stand up.

         Nathan started massaging Olivia’s neck with light fingers. She was more and more turned on by the second, and she had a hard time controlling her breathing.

         No one must see… No one must see.

         “Which is why we have had the pleasure of hiring Marcus Lindhagen and Lucas Lööf to our PR-department.” Nathan stepped back. “May I ask you to stand up, Marcus and Lucas, so that everybody can see your faces.” He applauded vigorously behind Olivia, and she already missed his touch.

         She looked at the table where the two men were standing and waving awkwardly. They were smiling and laughing along with the applause, and Olivia realized how much they looked alike, even though they were different. Like models – one light and blonde, and one darker with black hair. Olivia straightened herself internally; they looked like mannequins. Smooth, thin and with extremely well-defined cheekbones and jawlines. And their synth haircuts reminded her slightly of someone – but she couldn’t put her finger on who it was right now.

         Both of them looked a bit nonchalant, dressed in yellow pants and shirts that were semi-tucked. Casual. And sexy. But probably not from Promise’s collection. Olivia didn’t recognize the cutting of the pants or the patterns of the shirts. But she liked it. A lot.

         Her focus slowly shifted to the company’s newcomers. At the last meeting, Nathan had mumbled something about her being partly responsible of their cost center as well. Olivia hadn’t thought much about it back then – in fact, she had forgotten that there would be a permanent addition at Promise at all.

         And now, here they were.

         Sexy as all hell.

         Androgynous. That’s probably what the surge between my legs was all about, she thought as Marcus and Lucas looked back at her. Oh my God…

         Olivia was dying for the second time tonight. She had never been hit with such hot, starving eyes before. As if they were tearing off the red dress that enhanced and followed the shape of her body. As if they devoured it and caressed her bare skin with their gaze. Olivia gasped for air. Felt the wetness go through her panties.

         The photographers sat down again. Nathan continued his speech. Olivia couldn’t hear a thing.

         She jumped when her other neighbour elbowed her in the side and hissed, “Put on the god damn Santa’s hat. Like everybody else.” Olivia hadn’t noticed it before, but there was a headband with a tiny Santa’s hat attached to it in front of her plate.

         She got it on with quivering hands. She glanced at Marcus and Lucas again. They probably looked as silly as she did, Olivia figured. But they didn’t. If possible, they looked even sexier. And they discretely raised their glass to her. Just her.

          
   

         Olivia really appreciated the fact that they were served a plate of Christmas food instead of having to elbow each other at a buffet table. All that mulled wine, champagne and snaps, along with the wine and beer with the food, left a mark with most staff from Promise. The crowd got louder and louder, and the sentences longer and longer. And harder and harder to hear.

         Olivia had noticed that one of the waiters had been checking her out. He was as tall and gangly as the photographers, but definitely with a more masculine aura. And he might share her background. Chile? Peru? Argentina?

         Black eyes and black, shoulder-length hair, sinewy hands with long fingers that were quick to set the table and get her dishes. Whenever he was close to Olivia, he leaned in a little extra so that his arm touched hers. She felt a slight smell of sweat coming from him, and it was oddly sexual. It broke through all the after shaves and perfumes that were taking over her sense of smell more and more. When the plates needed clearing, when the wine glasses needed filling up. It was always him.

         At last, she couldn’t stop herself – she didn’t know why. Not at that moment, at least.

         She put her hand over his when he adjusted the spoon to the desert that was already lying in a perfect position.

         “One could think I had my own, personal waiter,” she said with a low voice as she looked into two pitch-black eyes under long eyelashes. He slowly blinked and smiled from one corner of his mouth.

         “Nothing would make me happier, but unfortunately you are not alone. Señora?” The waiter had a deep, hoarse voice.

         She shivered.

         “Olivia de Torres,” she whispered.

         “Beautiful. Both… sensual and powerful.” His gaze swept over her face quickly. He seemed careful not to look too far down. He slowly removed his hand, which was still in Olivia’s clutches. “Chile, right?”

         “How did you…?” Olivia knew it was obvious. Her grandmother was from north of Chile, and she had been a mestiza with both Peruvian and Bolivian roots. She was proud.

         Olivia instantly recognized his attitude. The direct, simple attitude. He broke through all barriers, the same way his sweat penetrated her senses. “And you?”

         “Roberto Escobar.” He magically made the wine bottle appear again, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “Sweden is cold, isn’t it? Not at all like Santiago. That’s why we need wine.”
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