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Nine years ago, in February 2014, I started writing the steamy love story of a romance author and the cover model of her book. I didn’t know it then, but the story would evolve into three books: The Perfect Shoot (2014), Mine to Love (2015), and The Hotter the Love (2016), and it would become one of my favorite romances to write. It would be awarded an Editor’s Pick by my publisher Evernight Publishing as well as two Evernight Readers’ Choice Awards. It would also receive a Sizzling Read of the Month Award, three Romance Reviews Readers’ Choice Awards, and praise and five-star reviews galore. To this day, the two first books are ranked #1 and #2 on the Goodreads list Best Interracial Erotica.

When my publisher reverted the rights in December 2022, I decided to re-release the three books as one with a new, swoon-worthy cover. 

I hope you enjoy the read!

~ Lea
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Hot Model Mine 1

Chapter One

––––––––
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“Bonjour and welcome to Cannes.” All smiles, the immaculate hotel receptionist looks up from her computer, the blue eyeliner contrasting with her fake tan. “Your name, please.”

Charmed by her French accent, I hesitate. Do I give my real name or pen name? I am, after all, attending an author conference. My publisher, Eden Luna Publishing, has organized an abundance of writer-related activities for the next three days, so playing under our fictive names might be part of the game.

“Your real name.” Her smile widens, displaying a row of perfect, shiny white teeth.

I want teeth like that. And the same large, perky bosom pressing under her navy blue uniform. A young, sexy woman’s breasts, voluptuous, not the ones of a mother who spent a year nursing twins almost two decades ago. I cringe at the notion of my poor, small boobs... 

Shaking the thought, I focus. “I’m Andrea Johnson. How did you know I was wondering...?”  

“You are not the only one.” With a wink, she throws a discrete nod toward the twin elevators. 

Flanked by amounts of luggage, middle-aged women of all sizes and shapes talk and laugh, waiting on a ride up to their respective rooms. My fellow authors. Though to say I know any one of them is an exaggeration. We’ve met on social platforms, exchanging pleasantries, sharing photos of scarcely dressed specimens of the opposite sex—sex being the clue word here—and last but not least, promoted the hell out of each other’s works. 

A high-pitched cackle rises from the group; someone said something funny. I sigh. This is indeed going to be a fun three days.

The ever-smiling receptionist hands me my key card. “You are American.”

“Yes. I’m from Chicago.”

“How was the weather?”

“Not as hot as here,” I reply with a smile and grab my suitcase. 

As I approach the chatty group, a mix of flowery perfumes floats mid-air, assaulting my nostrils. Another joke sparks more cackling, a cacophony so loud I swear the roof will lift. God, you’d think we were in a hen house, not the majestic, high-ceilinged lobby of Hôtel la Provence. 

No way do I have the patience to wait for the elevators. I sweep the lobby for an escape. Above a third aluminum door, a sign indicates a staircase. So, I’ll climb the three stories up to my room. No problem. With a polite smile plastered on my face, I circle the happy group and steer toward the door, leaving the hens behind.

Once I press the handle and step into the low-lit staircase, my nose twitches from the sour smells of old concrete and dust. I blink to adjust to the semi dark.

There’s rustling to my left, beneath the stairs. And giggling.

A young, insanely handsome Asian man, sporting a ponytail and black leather, palms a handful of fair-skinned boob...that belongs to a woman leaned against the wall, golden locks floating around her bare shoulders.

Oh my God. Yushka? The cover model for my latest book?

I stare wide-eyed as he fondles his playmate, hiding her in the shadow. Between us, dust particles dance in the ray of light from a window. 

He’d looked cherubic in the photos, a mama’s boy. There goes the angelic image I had of him. 

I must be delirious. The South-European heat I’m enduring since my arrival at the airport is playing tricks with me.

No. The scene is very real, and the couple so enamored they don’t notice my presence. Or care.  

A few erratic heartbeats later, I make a clumsy retreat, murmuring a half-assed, “Sorry,” and almost trip over my suitcase in the door. Cheeks heating, I curse low on my way out. Fucking shit.

I’m back in the hen house with the blinding lobby light. Behind me, the door closes with a soft click while the surreal scene etches into my mind. 

I fled so fast, I didn’t see what little clothes the bitch wore, nor her face. Not that I’d want to know who she is, in case she, like me, is an author attending the Meet & Greet later in the afternoon.

I stand perplexed for a moment, clutching my suitcase handle hard. Who would’ve guessed, so damn soon upon arrival, I’d run into the very model the publishing house chose for my book cover! Talk about a first impression. I’d never admit it to anyone, but the reason I decided to attend this event was the prospect of meeting the hunk of my dreams.

My heart beats out of rhythm. With a low groan, I sink into one of the chairs lined up against a wall and close my eyes. Did I say hunk of my dreams? You can think that again. 

* * *
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Slumped in my chair, waiting for the group in front of the elevators to thin, I check my mobile for messages and keep my boys posted on my whereabouts. Both are still living with me at home, but that period in our lives won’t last long. 

The gentle, careful Michael replies in the next instant. “Luv you, ma!!!” He may be eighteen and on the verge of adulthood, but I suspect our separation weighs on him as much as it does on me. His twin brother Chad loves me just as fiercely, but doesn’t reply to my message. As usual, he keeps his feelings to himself. I’ll have to call my little tiger later. I’m the one missing him now.

My chest swells. I swallow hard and blink away a small tear in the corner of my eye. I love my boys. 

Growing up, they drained me. Their father left me upon learning I was pregnant and never bothered to be in touch. Raising them on my own while having a full-time job, trying to make the ends meet, was no easy task. But here they are, my strong, beautiful, intelligent sons. The prides of my life. Eighteen and ready to take on the world. 

What will become of me when they leave, I don’t know. 

“Hey!” A feminine voice calls from the reception. “Andrea!”

“Lauriiie!” I jump up from my chair with a squeal. 

She’s my bestest author friend. We’ve never met face-to-face, but I recognize the short-cut brown hair and tailor suit from her photos. And the radiant, heartwarming smile that keeps me logging on to our networks several times a day knowing my bestie always has a post waiting to cheer me up. And I have waited years to give her the hug she deserves. To think we would finally meet in France, of all places!

Heart racing, I hurry toward her and land in her arms, our chests colliding. She’s my height, lean and firm, and hugs me back with fervor. 

“I’m so happy to see you,” I choke out. If I had a sister, it would be her.

She holds me at arm’s length, hazel eyes shining with excitement. “Yay! You and me are gonna have so much fun.”

Yep, starting with sharing a room. We have so much to talk about. I fill my lungs with air, feeling so alive. I can’t wait for us to dive onto our respective beds and talk school girl shit all night. Oh, I have to tell her about what I saw underneath the stairs! She’ll make the biggest face. Or laugh her heart out.

“You got your keycard?” I ask, breathing out, trying to calm my heart. 

“Yeah.” 

Behind me, the quick clanks of high-heels on a hardwood floor echo between walls. 

Laurie’s eyes dart sideways, over my shoulder. “Who’s that blonde? She one of us?”

I turn, as does every breathing soul in the lobby. Silence descends upon us.

A strange heat rushes through my chest. The bitch whose boobs Yushka drooled on minutes ago strides through the lobby with a look of nonchalance. From the tight, white blouse struggling to keep her size DDD in place and black mini-skirt to her overdone make-up and fake lips, she can’t be an author. More likely the assistant of some elite staying at the hotel. 

To think my cover boy kissed that thing—or worse, fucked her! Vile jealousy rips through me. 

“You know her?” Laurie whispers to my ear. 

I follow the bimbo with my eyes as she heads toward the Ladies’ Room.

“C’mon,” Laurie says. 

I look back at her and shake my head with a grimace. “Ugh. Long story.”

And the offender will come out of the stairs anytime now. Maybe he’s waiting a beat, pretending not to have anything to do with the blonde. The hair on my neck stands.

Laurie smiles, eyes twinkling. Nothing escapes her. “You’ll tell me later, then.”

“Hmm.”

The few hens that are still waiting on the elevators whisper behind my back. Then a loud cackle bursts out, and a second—before being abruptly shut off. 

Laurie’s brown eyes look past me again and grow wide. “Oh. My. Gawd.”

“What?” My heart hammers in my chest, threatening to knock me out cold. No need to look. I know who she’s staring at.

She pinches my arm. “Andrea, it’s him, the guy on your book cover!”

“Oh.” Feigning mild interest, I look over my shoulder, all muscles tense.

Yushka must be the best-looking model in Eden Luna Publishing’s stall. Young, tanned, muscular, with cheekbones so high and eyebrows so long and black there is no doubt about his origins. His bio states he was born in Uzbekistan and immigrated to the States two years ago. That’s it. I’ve researched him all over the net but found no other information. Not even his last name. I planned to uncover some of the mystery during our Meet & Greet this afternoon, but after finding him in the arms of another woman, my inspective instincts have been effectively put to rest. 

In fact, he can go to hell.

If only my galloping heartbeat would agree with that.

Carrying the aura of a rock star, dressed in jeans and black leather, he strolls toward the elevators with a slight roll of his large shoulders. The long black hair is combed back into a ponytail, revealing a single earring in his right lobe. Tall and confident, he glides into the group of hens like a hot knife in butter, inducing awestruck silence and a timid retreat from a few of the women.

“C’mon, it’s your chance to meet him!” Laurie squeals, practically jumping up and down with excitement.

Oh, no, that’s not happening.

Before I have the chance to find an excuse, she grabs her suitcase and my arm, spins me around, and pulls me to the last place I want to be. By the time we reach the elevators, one of the doors opens and Yushka herds a bunch of hesitant women inside.

He hasn’t spotted us yet. I’m ready to bolt. Where to, I don’t know, but I can’t stand the idea of being near him at this moment. I’m so pissed I’d kill him with a single look. At the same time, I’m afraid of the bizarre sizzling feel in my stomach, something akin to lust. I’ve spent half my life building a good home for my kids, not caring for my carnal needs, so staying composed in the presence of a sex god can be a serious challenge. 

The door closes while the second one opens. He steps inside with a half dozen short, plump women, all puffing and sweating from the weight of their luggage. Thank God, there isn’t enough place for Laurie and me. 

But that’s when she makes her move, the smart-head. “Wait!” Laurie presses inside, squeezing her suitcase against their thick legs.

More puffing.

I’ll take the other elevator instead. Yushka is so busy handling the commotion, he still hasn’t seen me. I have time to move discretely aside and wait for the door to shut. 

Nope. In the last second, as it begins to slide, Laurie holds out an arm and up it goes again. Everyone turns to see the obstruction. Standing a head taller than the others, Yushka glances over, his sharp black eyes studying me. Damp heat mixed with sweat and perfume drifts out from the confined space, adding to my unease.

He holds my look, a smile growing at the corner of his sexy mouth. My heart palpitates. He’s so stunningly gorgeous, I’m going to have an attack. Can he read it in my eyes?

“Jumping on board?” he asks, moving back some, making a little room for me. 

God, it’s the first time I hear him speak. His voice is surprisingly light, the one of a very young man, yet it vibrates in the back of his throat. His English seems fluent but with the characteristic and oh-so-charming Russian-like roll of the ‘r’. 

Lost in a stare as shiny and dark as the blackest diamond, I hesitate and shift weight from one foot to the other. 

“No?” He cocks his head and flashes me a teasing, white-toothed smile. 

Dear God, I can’t help glancing at the hunk’s close-shaved jaw and...um...lips. On pictures, he embodies male perfection, but in real life, less than a meter from my face...

One of the women huffs. “Hey, are you going to make up your mind?”

“C’mon, Andrea,” Laurie joins in, extending a hand to grab my suitcase and placing it between her shoes.

“M-yeah.” I’m screwed, have no choice but to step inside and fit the best I can. Against my will, I make full contact with Yushka, my shoulder pressing into his large leather-clad chest while the door closes behind my back. He smells like man, there’s no other way to describe it.

I have never been so uncomfortable in my whole life, nor so close to passing out.

The elevator doesn’t lift. A few confused looks are exchanged, then grunts of impatience. 

I’m so focused on the hunk glued to me and his warm, regular breaths brushing the skin of my neck, I could care less. I’m familiarizing with our closeness. Through his open jacket, his heart beats against my shoulder, tiny pulses pinging me. I don’t want to move and lose that contact. Until today, he was only a photo, a lifeless image, untouchable. Now that I feel the rhythm of his very existence drumming against me, he is real, alive, made of flesh and blood and...uh...testosterone. 

I swear there is musk in his scent, along with a faint hint of fresh sweat. Ensnaring, intoxicating. Wanting to breathe him in, I inhale deep, pressing my shoulder further into his chest. Unmistakable heat builds in my inner thighs, quickly becoming a sharp pinch. A sweet, sweet pain knocking on my pussy door every time I devour his photos with my eyes, noting the details of his perfectly sculpted torso. Flat, hard nipples. Skin as golden as the Gobi desert. An abdominal washboard so neat I yearn to stroke the contour of each muscular wave.

God. As I breathe out, he breathes in. Hard ribs push against the side of my arm. We are a match, like that, already adjusting to each other’s rhythm. I fight to hold back a smile.

“Um, Andrea?” In front of me, Laurie’s voice snaps me back to her, the other women, the elevator. 

“Yeah?” I search her brown eyes.

“The button.” She lifts her brows as if trying to make a point.

“What button?” 

“Jaysus,” the raspy, Texan voice of a smoker drawls from the back. 

Others grunt in unison.

My eyes swipe the grumpy faces staring at me and stop at a red-cheeked woman whose look explicitly says murder.

“You have to press the button,” she wheezes, pressed between two companions like a sardine in a can. Beneath her platinum-blond curls, a film of sweat coats her forehead. 

Someone adds, “The panel’s behind you.”

“Oh.” For fuck’s sake, why didn’t anyone tell me earlier? Feeling like an idiot, I twist the best I can, hand reaching behind and breasts stroking Yushka’s manly chest. 

A half head taller than me, he glances into my eyes as I move and make full frontal contact, but I’m too shy to return the look. Instead, I use this short-short moment of intimacy to check out his lips. It may well be my only chance to be this close. 

He definitely smells musky, the distinctive scent of sex. And these full lips have traces of... tooth marks. He’s been kissed recently, by someone who likes it rough.

I like it rough. Hard and fast. Given the chance, I would...

Oh, who am I fooling! He banged a woman minutes ago. Immediate jealousy has the searing heat between my legs rush up to my chest, suffocating me.

You don’t know that for sure, a voice points out inside my head. Maybe they only made out.

By the time I’ve pivoted enough to spot the brass panel, I’m pissed beyond reason. My throat chokes with venom as I glare at the long row of numbers. “Which floor?”

“Eight.” 

“Three.” 

“Six.”

“Eleven.”

They all talk at the same time, the bitches, as if having sensed my bad mood and deciding to push my limit. Out of pure spite, I press the number to my floor—four—and wait, fuming, till the elevator obeys. 

Meanwhile, Yushka shifts and holds his breath, creating a minimal distance of a few inches between us. I hope our closeness makes him uncomfortable. I never want to see him again.

“Hey, Andrea,” Laurie whispers from my side. “It’s your chance. You should talk to him.”

No fucking way. Pretending not to have heard, I glance into a vertical mirror above the panel and burn a hole in the image of him and me close together. 

Oh, he’s looking at the side of my face! 

It’s my turn to hold my breath, discretely noting the contrast between my blue-green eyes and his raven black ones, and the long, blond locks falling in waves on my shoulders and his black ponytail. Damn. His cheekbones are more prominent than mine, and his nose sharper. When he slowly exhales, soft breaths brush my ear.

Without noticeable movement, the elevator reaches my floor and dings, its door sliding open seconds later. 

“Hey, I said three!” a fellow passenger complains.

Ignoring her, I turn my head toward the opening, careful to avoid any contact with Yushka. 

Laurie half-lifts, half-pushes both our suitcases out of the elevator. 

As I step sideways, sneaking away from Yushka, he asks, “Are you okay?”

What? I’m so caught by surprise I stop moving and look up to him. 

He stares back with a frown, dark eyes sharp as a blade. “You look upset.”

I couldn’t be more taken aback. Then I remember: I hate him. I don’t have to answer. 

At my side, Laurie pokes her head in the door. “Ah, you two are getting acquainted. About time.”

The smoker drawls again, “For Gawd’s sake!”

“No, we’re not.” I step out of the elevator, almost pushing Laurie out of my way. Breathing in fresh air, I grab the handle on my suitcase and look around the maze of white-painted corridors branching out. Where is our room?

“Wait!” Yushka calls from behind. 

Now what? I turn around. 

He’s standing in the door, hands on both sides, preventing it from closing. 

I widen my eyes in surprise. 

Behind his large back, the flock of women moves impatiently and fills the constricted space with exclamations. 

He tilts his head, the ponytail gliding to one side, and glances from me to Laurie and back. “Why is it about time we get acquainted? Am I supposed to know you?”

My cheeks heat. I don’t know what to reply. Why can’t everyone leave me alone and let me go to the cool, quiet calmness of my room? I’m exhausted.

Laurie chuckles. “You’re the cover model of her book.”

“Really?” Ignoring the insistent bitching from inside the elevator, he smiles. “What book?”

If I open my mouth, I’ll stutter. I don’t know why, it’s the kind of effect he has on me. It doesn’t help that his diamond-black eyes, although gentle, drill a hole into me as if seeking a truth. Why can’t I just tell him and then go away?

Oh, for fuck’s sake, at thirty-eight, I should have a harder skin and need to stop behaving like a teenager experiencing her first crush. Moments ago, my anger kept me afloat. How did it dissipate so fast? I swear that boy is messing with me big time. All the more vital to stay far, far away from him. 

Again, Laurie speaks for me. “Night Of The Raven. That’s her book.”

Ugh. I wish I could sink into the landing’s soft, carpeted floor. It’s one thing to have your erotic literature spread to all corners of the world, but it’s another entirely when the super-gorgeous cover model of said book discusses it with you, face-to-face. 

“Cool.” Yushka broadens his smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t know who you were. I’ve never seen your picture. But it’s nice to meet you.” He steps forward, allowing the elevator door behind him to slide. 

A choir of “Finally!” reaches us from inside before the door closes.

He takes another step and offers me his hand, squinting jokingly. “So you’re...Cindy Vega, am I right?” Damp heat emanates from his open jacket.

“Yes.” Kind of. He doesn’t need to know my real name. 

A boost of warmth fills my heart as I taste how my pen name sounded on his lips. He’s featured on twenty-something book covers, and I’m impressed that he remembers the author names.

Feeling every bit of the crushing teenager, I accept his firm hand but won’t be able to look into his beautiful Asian eyes for too long. 

“What’s your book about?” he asks, voice lower, sounding like he’d rather want to know what I am about. 

A vein beats in his neck, telling me how fast the blood pulses in his body. I can only imagine what happens when it rushes a little faster to his cock, engorging it. I haven’t seen that effect live in years. Just the thought of it sends a pinch to my inner thighs again. 

I suck in a breath and let go of his hand. “Um...it’s set in medieval Europe, after the plague. A girl is looking for her family. She has to cross the entire continent—”

“Uh-huh.” He nods, but the spark in his pupils betrays him. As does the heaving of his chest. He’s not listening.

I swallow, can’t remember the last time someone stared into my eyes like he does, as if thoroughly interested in me. I’m turning all warm inside, fluttery. “She’s attacked by bandits in the woods, but a guy saves her life.”

“A guy?”

“Yeah.”

“What does he look like?” Yushka grins, exposing his front teeth. He probably thinks the hero resembles himself, since the cover designer chose him for my cover.

My lower stomach sizzles. Once more, I’m at loss for words. 

The ever-helpful Laurie jumps in, extending her hand. “Like a French musketeer. Dark, strong, and very handsome. I’m Laurie.”

Yushka turns to her, grin widening. “Hey, Laurie. Sounds like I’m gonna have to read that book.”

I watch the two shaking hands, when the nightmare hits again.  

Jesus. Remember, these hands were fondling another woman’s boobs! 

I didn’t imagine that, it was real. He’s a womanizer. He hits on women anytime he gets a chance. And for a second there, I thought maybe he liked me. 

My head drains of blood. Chest tightening so hard it hurts, I turn on my heel and head down a random corridor, wheeling my suitcase behind me on the short-buzz carpet. I don’t know where I’m going, but I am going, away from him. 

This will be a looong three days. 

* * *
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“What the hell were you thinking?” Laurie throws me a glance in the bathroom mirror through the open door. She points an accusatory tube of red lipstick at me. “That was so impolite.” 

I shrug, wordless, and return to the view from our open window. Despite the late afternoon heat, life buzzes on the promenade below, a long road flanked by palm trees that separate us from the shore. I lean against the wall, hiding from the burning sun as it sets on the Mediterranean Sea.

She steps out of the bathroom, the light behind her making her short brown hair glow. The red lipstick compliments her face and is a sharp contrast with her black evening dress. She crosses her arms. “You gonna talk?”

I sigh. “Remember that thing that happened before you arrived?”

“What?”

“I caught him with a girl. Under the stairs.”

Her hazel eyes widen for a beat of time before she makes a new face. “So what. She was a consenting adult?”

“I guess.” I picture the blonde bimbo with the triple Ds and tight mini-skirt strolling through the lobby, high-heels clanking on the floor.

Laurie nods. “And while I’ll agree your cover boy has the endearing looks of a teenager, he’s old enough to sleep with whomever he wants.”

“Jesus, you need to rub it in?” I wince from the new pinch in my chest and return to the window. On the horizon, ships glide across the reddish sea. 

She chuckles. “You got it bad, don’t you?”

“Shut up.”

Laurie’s my best friend, as close to a sister as is possible. We met for real only an hour ago, but I know she can take my bad-mouthing, just like she knows she can say anything to me and get away with it. It’s a forever thing.

“So, get dressed for the party,” she says. “See if you can make a better impression this time. He was flirting with you, ya know.”



Chapter Two

––––––––
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It’s seven pm when Laurie and I follow a group of women toward the bar on the second floor for the Meet and Greet. What a colorful, sparkling, and happy bunch they are, all clad in their sexiest evening dresses, their perfumes and hair sprays floating in the air behind them. 

My heart pounds and my throat chokes with nervousness. Not only am I disastrous at partying, having not been out much in the last nineteen years, but I dread seeing Yushka. 

Especially now that I’ve told Laurie about what happened under the stairs and how I feel about it. I’m stuck. She expects me to stay away from him the whole evening. I can’t follow my impulses, as I often do, totally changing my mind about something from one minute to the other. What if he chats me up and turns out to be a nice guy, and I decide to, again, be impulsive? She’ll laugh, and mock my naivety and lack of strength.

Trying to keep up with her, I sigh, stepping a bit unsteadily because of my high-heels and tight black skirt. 

Up-beat disco music blasts from the end of the hall. Squealing on their way to the bar, the women in front of us wiggle their large asses in rhythm. It must be the anticipation. The prospect of dancing, and alcohol. Or getting laid. All of the pub house’s cover models are supposedly attending the conference. The place will be packed with meat, sweat, cologne, and testosterone. I feel like squealing myself. 

But the thought of Yushka constricts my chest and weakens my breathing. Should he show up and look me in the eyes, which he most probably will, I don’t know the hell how to react. He deserves an apology after our last conversation. His screwing another woman—which I’m not even sure he did—doesn’t excuse my behavior.

The dress code is casual for the first conference evening. A group of young men in jeans, black leather, and white t-shirts flock the bar entrance, their slick hair combed loosely or gelled to spikes. They turn to check us out as we arrive, strutting our gear and sending daring looks around. Low whistles and chuckles greet us. What a primitive species we are. 

I admit I belong in that category. When I see an attractive man, I study him for a purposeful second longer and advertise what little feminine curves I have. It’s instinctive. Survival of the species. Except in my case, mating is no longer necessary. I have already provided mankind with two sons soon old enough to...be the young models at the door. God.

You’re past the age of flirting, the little voice in my mind says.

Fuck. What was I thinking? Cheeks heating, I hide behind the other women’s backs, as if blending in can conceal my unusually generous cleavage—small breasts pushed up and made irresistible by the greatest invention of the past century, the wonder-bra. At least my short-sleeved black top and small silver Ankh pendant give me a touch of decency. I’ll just sit someplace and take it easy tonight. 

As we enter the large, low-lit room, 80s music pounds in rhythmic waves, vibrating through my entire body and deafening me. Having a conversation is impossible. How do the organizers think we’ll conduct this Meet & Greet? By simply looking at each other? The place is packed. Wherever I turn, men and women stand near the walls or sit by tables, glasses and cigarettes in hand. Bluish smoke hangs mid-air, as do the invisible smells of alcohol and perfumes that tickle my nose.

“Andrea!” Laurie tugs at my arm.

Two waiters handsome enough to be models stand at her side, welcoming us with glasses of champagne and white-toothed smiles. Who knows, maybe they’ll drop the outfits and pole dance for us later. 

Exchanging a look of complicity, Laurie and I taste the fresh, bubbly drink while steering toward the bar. By miracle, two stools are available between guys whose backs face each other. 

A mustached bartender looking more my age stands in the back wiping glasses. He winks. 

Smiling back, we sit cross-legged, lean our elbows on the cold countertop, and continue to drink. As I raise two teenagers to be responsible adults, I never have much alcohol. In a short moment, the booze will get to my head. 

The man next to me turns, gives me a once-over, and mouths, “Hi,” with a grin. He’s cute enough to be a model, with his military-short black hair and doe eyes. 

But I’m not here to flirt. As a polite reply, I raise my glass before pivoting on my stool to have a look of the scene.

The tension is palpable, electric. Everyone glances around, perusing each other. This being the first night, I have a feeling the conference participants will see how far they can push the limits and let their true selves show. Things will go a little crazy. Then tomorrow night, they’ll have spent the day sobering up, realizing what asses they made of themselves, and promising to hold their inner devils in constraint next time.

The music mutes and a female voice comes over the speakers. “Hello. Can you all hear me?”

The place quiets. Everyone turns toward the door. 

Ugh. Near the entrance stands the sultry young woman with the platinum-blonde hair and triple Ds, Yushka’s girl. The air is punched out of my lungs. 

Wearing a surprisingly proper black evening dress that covers most of her characteristics, she faces us with a microphone in hand, her blood-red lips curled up in a smile. “Hi.” Her confident gaze sweeps the room. “I’m Emma Danton, your hostess for the evening. Some of you may know me as Eden Luna Publishing’s administration manager.”

Um, no. I’ve seen your name on the website, bitch, but I didn’t know what you looked like. 

I can’t believe this shit. According to the conference program, the owner and CEO herself would host tonight’s event.  

Emma speaks on, but I’m not listening. Where is Yushka? Maybe they arrived together. Heart pounding, I scan the entire place, scrutinizing all sixty-something faces in the low light.

Laurie kicks me in the leg. When I turn to her, she leans toward me and whispers in my ear. “Stop it. You look like you’ve seen a child molester.”

I can’t help chuckling. In a way, I have. Yushka is only a baby, and this big-boobed bimbo had her claws in him. Or he in her. Damn, I’m confused. 

I empty my drink and look around for more. As I take a deep breath, enjoying the champagne’s near-immediate effect, my chest swells. Lightness and fuzziness sneak up to my head, alleviating my bad mood. When I slowly breathe out an invisible chain of alcohol fumes, the sudden urge to have a cigarette makes my pulse beat faster. I haven’t smoked in years. Okay, maybe some nice guy here can help a poor girl in need.

Empty glass in hand, I spin the other way on my stool. My crossed knees collide into a pair of hard, immobile jeans. A man’s legs. Oops. 

I look up, preparing to offer an apology. 

Deep black Asian eyes, in the most handsome, golden-skinned face the world has seen yet, stare back. Yushka. In the dim light, his cheekbones seem higher than before, and his lips fuller, sweeter. A tight, white T-shirt makes his upper arm and chest muscles protrude. 

Fuck me. I suck in a breath. To say my head spins is a major understatement. 

He smiles, holding my look. As his girl is still speaking to the crowd—his girl? Jesus, I’m losing it—he leans down to whisper to me, inches from my face. “You do that a lot, don’t you?” Oh, that charming Russian accent again. And his breath smells of cigarette. Just what I need. 

“Do what?” I ask, my eyes ping-ponging back and forth between his.

“That bodily contact thing.” He grins, exposing his teeth.

Holy Mother of... My chest sinks to the bottom of my stomach. Where stuff tends to get hot and needy. “I-I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

His leg strokes mine. The subtle brushing of his jeans against my bare skin has heat charging straight to my treacherous inner thighs. I clench them tighter to avoid anything from happening there.

“You don’t?” He shakes his head.

“What are you doing here?” I ask in a meager attempt to change the conversation.

Duh, stupid question.

Dark pupils gleaming with humor, he glances at Laurie and gives a bigger grin. I don’t want to look at her for fear of reading laughter in her eyes. 

My face heats like a furnace while I try to explain my question. “I-I didn’t see you.”

He gazes back at me and chuckles. “No, you didn’t? Heh, it’s good to know someone cares enough to look for me.”

I shrug, not knowing what to say. With just a few words and that cute laugh of his, he has me cornered. 

Emma’s cheerful, “Thank you! Have fun, everybody!” sounds from the speakers above our heads. Clapping follows, and a few whistles. The disco music starts again, assaulting my ears with its mind-blowing upbeat rhythm. My head rings.

Now that we can’t hear each other talk anymore, maybe Yushka will leave and look for another girl to play with. It’s for the better. This hunk is way too hot for me to handle—and in case I forgot, way too young, too. I could be his mother, for fuck’s sake. I take a deep breath and brace for goodbye. The humiliation will take me some time to swallow, but I’ll get there. With another drink.

Still facing me, he says something I can’t hear. 

I shake my head, ears buzzing from the music. “What?”

He leans forward. “Do you want another drink?” His hot breath brushes the sensitive skin of my neck. And isn’t that his warm hand on my hip, set ever-so-innocently as if needed to keep his balance?

I’m stunned. For a second, I stare at him while he retreats. Surely I’m looking even sillier than before, but the hunk is still here with me, and he just fucking touched me. Wow. 

Laurie elbows me and shouts into my other ear. “What did he say?”

Ignoring her, I reward Yushka with a smile. “You must be reading my mind.”

“What?” he asks, brows lifting.

I show him my glass.

He smiles and mouths, “Okay.”

“Are you even old enough to buy a drink?” I joke.

He cocks his head. “What?”

God, this is crazy. I sigh and give him the glass. 

He nods and reaches past me, squeezing all of his warm, masculine body between me and the military-cut guy. “Another one for the lady!” 

A whiff of damp smell from his armpit reaches my nose. A little flowery, a little sweaty, and oh-so-excruciatingly arousing. I can’t help but inhale and close my eyes for a beat, praying this moment lasts.

“Oui, monsieur!” the bartender shouts behind me. 

I’m about to melt. We’re even closer now than in the elevator. His flat stomach presses against my elbow, and his crotch—and God knows I don’t want to think about that—against my hip. I try not to squirm on my seat. 

Seconds later, all too soon, he moves back and gives me a full glass. I already miss his warmth and follow each of his movements with need. Who cares that he’s a generation younger than me? He’s gorgeous, hotness personified, and he makes my heart sing like a bird at the rise of daybreak.

I have a sip of the delicious champagne, enjoying the fruity bubbles in my mouth, then swallow and ask, “You want some?”

“What?” He tilts his head again, his face turning serious.

I hand him the half-full glass. 

He nods and brings the drink to his lips, sending a quick glance in Laurie’s direction before sweeping the people behind him. His black ponytail swings in front of me. From behind, his shoulders are amazingly large. He may be just above age of consent, but he’s more than man enough for me. I yearn for him to turn around and take me in his strong arms.  

As he lingers, I follow his look. Tables have been moved aside, turning the middle of the room to a dance floor. Spotlights blink in the ceiling, sending pulses of alternating colors around the place. Men and women wiggle their sexily clad bodies to the rhythmic music. I was so busy being aware of Yushka I didn’t notice what else was going on.

He turns back with the glass and motions for me to drink the rest of the champagne, which I do happily. I swallow to hold the alcohol fumes down when he pulls me off the stool, guiding me to the dance floor.

“Um, no, I don’t dance.” Resisting, I spin around to put the glass on the countertop. 

He tugs at my hand, frowning. Of course, he hasn’t heard me. 

I approach so near I can feel heat emanating from his shirt collar, and repeat, “I don’t dance!”

Before I can step back, he slides an arm around my waist and pulls me close. Our chests touch. Well, my wonder-bra and his hard ribs do. Can he feel my heart pound faster through our clothes? Our stomachs touch, too. I’m fucking sold. 

“You owe me,” he says to my ear.

“Oh? For what?”

“For being rude, earlier.”

He’s right. With all that happened in the bar since, I had forgotten. “True. I owe you an apology.”

His hand slides down the small of my back, making my pussy twitch with lust. “No, a dance.”

I suck in a breath and try to think straight. But all I manage is approaching my lips so close to his ear, I could give it a nibble. “I’m a lousy dancer.”

“Then I’ll show you.” He places his hand firmly on my butt and presses us stomach-to-stomach. His other hand, hot and sweaty, clutches mine hard. Speaking of which, a distinct hardness pushes against his fly, and ultimately, between my thighs. 

God. A sharp pinch tortures me inside, turning desire to burning liquid that runs along my pussy walls and wets my panties. I can’t remember the last time I was so aroused. 

Unable to resist, I sneak my free hand around his back and pull, as if we could get any closer. The alcohol sloshing in my veins ups my boldness a good few notches. “I really suck at dancing,” I say, inviting him to make a smart reply. 

He laughs, the contractions of his torso pushing into mine, and forces me to step backward. My ass hits the bar stool. He disentangles his fingers from mine, slides both hands underneath my cheeks, and lifts me to sit on the thick leather. His crotch parts my thighs, moving the tight black skirt up, and meets my panties. I’m so wet, I’ll leave a stain on his jeans.  

God, I’m on fire, and yearn for him to assault my lips. I haven’t felt this crazy, wild, free, and young since my ex nineteen years ago. Yet oblivious to what goes on down under, my brain floats as if I have two separate bodies. One burning to be fucked, here and now, the other savoring sweet champagne-induced relief. So very weird.

“Hé!” A commanding male voice calls out behind me. A large hand reaches past me and taps on Yushka’s shoulder. “Monsieur!”

I turn my head at the same time as the hunk in my arms looks up. 

The scowling bartender nods toward the door. “You will have to do this somewhere else.”

Fuck, talk about a cold shower.

A glance to the empty stool next to me tells me Laurie has joined the dance floor.

With a determined look on his face, Yushka once more takes my hand, helps me off the stool, and leads me through the crowd of sweaty, moving bodies. The place is damp, the air bluish and smoky. 

I’m too tipsy to care, so horny my legs tremble. I can barely walk. I don’t know what stops me from kicking off my annoying high-heels.

As we make our way between strangers, his fingers clutch mine tighter. Emma appears. Her eyes widen when she sees the handsome Asian model walk hand-in-hand with me. Well, he’s mine now, bitch. I snicker to myself, her look of surprise being one I’ll remember. 

We rush out the door and into a lit, fresh-aired hall. Before I can collect my thoughts, he brings me to an empty restroom with two booths, pushes me backward into one of them, and locks the door. Pressing me against a wall, he lifts one of my legs with a hand and grinds his hard crotch into my inner thighs...

Fire shoots through me. I’m so moist he’ll slide right in. All it takes is removing the thin clothes that separate us. I laugh, can’t believe this is happening.

Groaning, he attacks my throat and grazes his sharp, wet teeth down my exposed skin, to my cleavage, and further between my breasts. 

I catch a glimpse of us in a mirror behind him. This man wedged between my legs, insatiable... I’ve waited nineteen years to experience this.

I should be ecstatic, but something’s wrong. Alarm awakens me. With a gasp, I push him away from my chest. “Stop.” I need to think.

He lifts his head and searches my eyes, his black ones wild, his breath hitching. “What? Why?”

“I-it’s not right.”

“Why?”

“I’ve waited too many years to be fucked like this in a public restroom.”

He stares, processing my words. Except for his rapid breathing, the sudden silence in the constricted space is oppressive.

There’s also the undeniable fact that he’s very young, making me feel a little criminal, as if taking advantage of his innocence and naivety. But I can’t tell him that.  

He shakes his head. “Come to my room, then.”

“No.” It would be a mistake.

“C’mon, come to my room. Or yours.” His pupils constrict. 

My chest chokes. I hate to hurt him, as much as I yearn to rip his clothes off and taste every inch of his perfect body...but I’m doing the right thing. “No.”

He releases my leg and takes a step back, cool air instantly replacing his damp heat. “Why?”

“I-I’m not sure why.” A small lie, but I can live with it. Hands trembling, I pull my skirt down and flatten it. “Go. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“I can’t fucking believe this!” Tightening his jaw, he throws his hands in the air, spins around like a whirlwind, unlocks the door, and storms out. 

The empty restroom echoes as the door closes with a bang!



Chapter Three

––––––––
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Friday morning, after a long, agitated night, I’m sitting opposite Laurie in a restaurant on the second floor, next to the bar. Low murmurs of conversation and the clink of cutlery and glasses fill the high-ceilinged space. There’s only the two of us at our dark-wood table, but I expect others to join us soon. In about twenty minutes, we have to attend the first photo shoot of the conference, starting with authors and respective cover models of already published books. Meaning Yushka and I will be face to face again.

I sigh. Steam swirls from a big mug of scalding hot coffee. I wait a little before putting the mug to my lips. I have an appetizing croissant on my plate, but I’m not hungry. My stomach feels like a wrung-out towel. Not from a hangover as I really didn’t have much to drink last night, but from too little sleep in a foreign bed, and the constant replaying of the different scenes with him in my mind.

Part of me regrets what happened, even wishes the whole evening were only a nightmare I’d soon forget. The other me, the lucky girl who got the hottest boy, relishes in the memories. I’m baffled that things between us got heated so fast, so soon, but at the same time, I don’t understand why the hell he chose me. 

Laurie wears a beige tank top that matches her hazel pupils and short-cut brown hair. She eats her breakfast without a word, but from the gleam in her eyes and the quick glances she sends me now and then, something is brewing. 

Faking nonchalance, I take a careful sip of the hot beverage, almost burning my lips. What I really want is to look around the restaurant to see if I can spot Yushka. I don’t dare to, though. That’s certainly what she wants, so she can spark the conversation about last night.

Fuck if I know how to react when I see him. He left pissed. Understandable. I cringe with shame. For two reasons: behaving like a horny teenager with a perfect stranger, and then letting him down. Which is worse?

“So, what happened?” Laurie asks with an exaggerated sigh.

I shake my head and try to keep my look level. “Nothing.” It’s the truth. Besides, she doesn’t need to know what ‘nothing’ means and how I feel about it.

She flashes her teeth. “Spill it. Did you go to his room? Or maybe you didn’t make it that far?” She radiates, apparently expecting a hot recount of me getting laid for the first time in eternity. 

“I told you nothing happened.”

“How is that possible? He was all over you.” She sticks her tongue out, making a face. “You two made me so embarrassed, I had to leave.”

I snort. “Very unlikely. I think someone asked you for a dance. A handsome someone, maybe? You’ll have to tell me about him.”

“Don’t change the subject. You know I’m married. As for you, your eyes are glowing like you had the best sex in your life.”

“I told you, I didn’t.” I really wish she would let it go. 

“Oh, really?” She holds my gaze. “I’m your bestie, you can tell me.”

I sigh. “That’s not why I’m here, you know.”

“No, but it doesn’t mean you can’t have some cock when you get a chance. So, what happened?”

With a shrug, I look down and take another sip of hot coffee.

“C’mon,” she insists. “I need to know!”

“Yeah, so you can have inspiration for your new story.”

“Did he at least kiss you?”

She won’t relent. I need to put the facts on the table. “Listen.” I lean forward and whisper, “I don’t want a one-night-stand, that’s out of the question. And, the first time I gave myself to a guy, I got hurt, so the next guy better be the right one.” 

She nods, apparently content with my explanation.

Irritation gnawing at me, I pick up my mobile and check for messages. “Oh, I forgot to call Chad.” I look up at her and bite my lower lip. “Fuck. I totally forgot.”

She shrugs, smiling. “Bah, he’s a big boy. Give him some air.”

“M-yeah.” I’m not convinced. The bad mother card dangles in front of me. I spent the evening messing with someone his age, while...

“You got any pics of them?”

“Sure.” I open my media files and scroll through the latest photos, looking for a good one of my boys together. Here’s one of Chad. Unlike his blond twin, he’s inherited his dad’s dark features and curly black hair. I stare for a moment. 

I love you, baby, miss you.

Off to the right, a shadow forms on the table and grows. Holed blue jeans and a black tee appear in my side vision, and a mocha-colored hand with no ring. Yushka.

I freeze, but inside, my heart goes frantic. It’s him, so fucking soon. I’m not ready.

“Who’s that?” he asks.

Eyes fixed on Chad’s photo, I whisper, “My son.” 

Metal scrapes the hardwood floor and his heavy body slumps in the chair next to me. “You have a kid?”

I take a few deep breaths, bracing for the inevitable before turning to him. 

Unshaven, with drawn features and somber eyes, he looks beat, as if having taken a blow in the boxing ring. 

I nod. “Yeah, I have two boys. Twins.” 

“Uh-huh.” With his legs spread so wide a knee almost touches mine, he brings his hands to the back of his head and yawns. He puffs his chest and stretches his arms, then exhales. “Awww, fuck.” With a grimace, he drops his hands in his lap.

“How are you?” I ask in a low voice.

Staring at a spot on the table, he grumbles, “Pfft. Haven’t slept.” He rubs his face.

I have a feeling it’s because of the way we separated last night.

“I’m not surprised,” Laurie says, eyes gleaming. “You looked like you had quite a few drinks.”

He sends her a black stare. “I didn’t drink.” The last word pronounced with a roll of the ‘r’.

“How would I know? Andrea refuses to tell me what happened.”

“Andrea?”

“Yes, her.” She points a finger at me. “That’s her real name. Maybe about time you know.”

He holds her look for a good few seconds before leaning forward, folding his arms on the table, and resting his forehead atop them. He breathes slowly, but his back muscles are tense.

My instincts take over. I reach out and caress his back. “What are you having?” 

He doesn’t react, but I’m not really surprised. 

“Can I get you something?” I continue stroking his spine with a finger, drawing the contour of each bone.

He shakes his head and mumbles, “I’m not hungry.”

“Coffee, at least?”

“Um,” Laurie says, tapping on her watch, “as much as I enjoy watching you two sweethearts, we have to go. We’re up in ten minutes.”

With a sigh, I push my chair back and stand, but he doesn’t move. Laurie sends me a glorious wink before wiggling her way between tables. Other people get up and move toward the door, filling the restaurant with the scraping of chairs and loud chatting.

Uncertain of what to do, I touch his shoulder. “Aren’t you coming?”

He lifts his head and turns to me, face haggard. For the first time since last night, he looks me right in the eye. “I wasn’t drunk.”

I’m taken aback, both by his words and the intensity of his raven-colored pupils.

He stands abruptly and towers over me. “I don’t need to drink to want you.” Masculine heat oozes from his body.

I hold my breath while waiting for something to happen, though I don’t know what. 

He narrows his eyes as if scrutinizing me, and with a quick shake of his head turns on his heel. In no time, he mingles in the flock of people going out, his ponytail dancing as he walks.

“Wait.” I catch him at the door and put a hand on his arm.

He stops and turns, eyes ablaze. “What? 

“What exactly is it you want? If it’s just a one-night thing, I’m not—”

“Did I say that?”

No, he hasn’t said anything at all. What am I supposed to believe? Maybe the moment the conference is over, he’ll have forgotten all about me. Even yesterday, he was kissing another woman.

Staring at me, he shakes his head. “No, not just a one-night thing.”

No? A strange kind of relief washes over me. He doesn’t see me as someone to simply fuck and throw. I’m worthy of more. But why? “I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?”

“Why do you want me?”

Passing people bump into my back, pressing me against him. He scowls. “I’m not in the mood to analyze that right now. I just do.”

My heart’s up my throat. I take a step back.

“Got it?” he snaps, glaring. “I just do.”

“Hey...” Wanting to calm him, I instinctively put a hand on his cheek.

For a beat of time, he closes his eyes and leans into my palm, the pointy stubble tickling and his warm breaths brushing my skin. 

My heads spins. More people pass behind me while I take him in, noting the details in his oriental face. The high cheek bones, tight brows, long lashes, sharp nose... 

When he reopens his eyes, they have softened. He takes my hand off of his cheek. “Reminds me. I gotta shave. Go, I’ll join you later.”

“You don’t need to. You look cute like this.” 

My heart tumbles in my chest. Fuck, am I flirting with him again? Haven’t I learned? 

He widens his eyes, a flash traversing the dark pupils. “Don’t play with me.” The next second, he slips away and strides into the corridor.

* * *
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The photo shoot takes place on the same floor, but in a vast lobby on the other side of the hotel. Man-size posters of Eden Luna cover models line up against a wall. The packed space is buzzing with authors and models whispering while waiting for their turn. It’s practically a repeat of last night’s event, with women checking each other out and bare-chested guys comparing muscles. Some have been through this procedure several times, while some, like me, are nervous first-timers.

Next to a couple of gigantic spotlights on tripods, a fiftyish man holds his camera in a hand and waves the other energetically while giving orders with a thick French accent. Two female assistants hurry back and forth to adjust make-up and outfits or keep track of who is photographed with whom. The subjects are directed either in front of the posters or the large, sunlit windows. 

Laurie and I stand in a corner for a while, observing the scene.

“Who is he?” I nod toward the photographer.

“Lemaître, apparently. Some hired gun from Paris.”

His discourteous behavior annoys me. “Not sure I like him.”

Laurie shrugs.

One of the assistants calls Yushka’s name. Bare-chested, he appears from a group of models, strolls to the spotlights, and waits in front of the camera with the confident stance of a professional. 

The whole place quiets as if in awe. He’s unbelievably beautiful with his tanned, bulging muscles and washboard-abs-to-die-for. When Lemaître asks him to undo his hair, a black waterfall lands on his shoulders and down his back. A few muffled feminine squeals fill the silence. 

A long, pinkish scar stretches on his right flank, below the ribs. I haven’t seen it before; the photo designers must edit it away. 

One by one, authors whose books he appears on get a few pictures taken with him in flattering positions, wrapping their arms around his back or swallowed up in his embrace, beaming like schoolgirls at their first prom.

Jealousy rips through me so violently I can barely breathe, but my time is up soon, and I hate that even more. I’m non-photogenic, and seeing pictures of myself makes me sick. I’ve chosen a sexy, black top and matching short skirt for the occasion, but looking my best doesn’t help. My stomach ties in a knot. 

“Cindy Vega,” an assistant calls.

Fuck, that’s me. I’m dead.

“Go,” Laurie says, giving me a small push.

All muscles tense, I leave my safe corner and join Yushka. He greets me with a placid face, but from the warmth in his pupils, I get a feeling he’s glad to see me. Side by side, narrowing our eyes from the piercing light, we face Lemaître and wait for orders. 

Damn. Being so near Yushka’s naked torso is unbearable, as is the heat from the lamps shining on us. Sweat beads roll down the sides of my chest, between my breasts. He endures, too. A thin film of sweat coats his golden skin, making it glow, but he doesn’t seem bothered.

Lemaître clears his throat. “Bon. Stand a little closer. Cindy, this is for Eden Luna’s website. Officially, we want authors happily meeting their cover models, but off the record, we want sensual, we want heat. Readers will get off seeing your pictures like they do reading your books.”

Stiff as a rod, I nod agreement. I’d half expected this. Problem is, I hate being in the spotlight with so many people watching, and I hate the notion of having my photo all over the internet.

“Sooo,” he continues, “I will ask you to just stand like this, facing me, and smile. That is all. Yushka knows what he has to do.”

“Okay.”

Turning to my side, Yushka puts a hot hand on my stomach and the other on the small of my back. Though light, his touches destabilize me, as does the warm, musky scent sneaking to my nostrils. 

“Closer,” Lemaître orders. “Bodily contact.”

Shit, I’m fucked. 

The hunk radiates heat as he approaches, sweaty chest sticking to my arm, heart beating against my skin. His crotch barely brushes my hip, but each pore in my body becomes acutely aware of him, on high alert. As last night’s intense arousal replays in all of me, my inner thighs clench with renewed want. 

Whispers and low chuckles sound from both sides of the vast lobby. I try to forget the hundred eyes following my every move but can’t help being distracted, bathed in full light and painfully self-conscious. 

“That is better.” Like a shooting gun, Lemaître’s camera clicks and the flash blinds me repetitively. “Now, give him a smile, Cindy. You know the kind I want.”

My throat so dry I can’t speak, I turn to Yushka.

He’s very near, inches from my face, black pupils gleaming with mischief. Sweat pearls on his face, making him look sexier than ever. Long, black hairs glue to his forehead and cheeks. He smells of soap, his close shave making him look baby-faced. 

Seemingly at ease, the heaving of his chest regular, he stares into my eyes. I can’t believe his confidence. Modelling is his profession, but how does he stay so fucking calm?

“You wanna give me a smile?” he whispers, warm breaths brushing my chin. Behind me, his large hand sneaks lower and palms my butt cheek. With that and his other fingers splaying on my stomach, he pulls me to him, making me feel the entire length and...hardness...of his cock on my hip. 

I suck in a breath. 

His lips curl up in a self-satisfied grin. “Hm, Andrea? You wanna give me a smile?”

Oh my fucking God. I can’t help but obey while my insides go up in flames. 

Flashing his teeth, he kneads my ass with a strong hand and pushes his full erection against me. He knows what he’s doing, the devil. He knows slowly rubbing me with his cock turns my pussy to burning liquid.

Somewhere, a feminine gasp breaks the silence, followed by contained laughter.

“Très bien, we have a smile,” Lemaître says, camera clicking, flash shooting. “Thank you, Cindy, that will be enough. Next!”

Still grinning and holding my look, Yushka slowly backs off, leaving chillier air between us. 

I’m frozen. In shock, lust, need. 

“Come on, move it!” Lemaître calls. “We don’t have all day.”  

No shit.

Avoiding everyone’s scrutinizing look—the provocative photographer, his assistants, authors, models, curious hotel guests and personnel, even Laurie—I finally step forward, legs trembling, and bolt out of the lobby. I need a shower.



Chapter Four

––––––––
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“I thought you were gonna do a pitch,” Laurie complains as I halt at the door of the giant conference room. “Today’s your chance.”

Constant chatter fills the high-ceilinged space, crowded with anxious authors pitching their latest scripts to potential agents. The tension seems as high as during the photo shoot, but for a different reason. These poor souls’ futures are at stake. Signing a contract of representation is a dream, a major achievement in all authors’ careers, only topped by seeing our names on the New York Times bestsellers list.

“No.” Heart palpitating, I look back into the corridor we came from. “I mean, yes, I was, but I’ve changed my mind.”

“At the last minute?”

“I...need to do something.” I glance at her to see if she can tell how nervous I am. 

“Something?” Her hazel eyes gleam as she nudges my arm. “Oh, I think I know.”

“Hmm?”

“Yep. And you’ll find him where you left him. Lemaître said they’d have enough time to do a few cover pics before lunch.”

“Okay. I’ll see ya later.” I kiss her cheek and gently push her into the room. “Good luck with your pitch!” 

My throat tightens as I turn on my heel, partly relieved I won’t have to stand stuttering in front of a dozen agents trying to prove I’m a good enough writer, and partly scared to hell because I’m...looking for Yushka.

I sleepwalk through the maze of endless hotel corridors. Despite a refreshing shower, I’m tired, emotional; a feeling of total confusion lurking. 

There will be other chances to pitch later. Not getting an agent today isn’t the end of the world. I’ve always been fine on my own, building my career step by step. 

What matters more is fixing my private life. I can no longer live with a young man turning me to mush every time I see him. He has to stop flirting with me. He may want more than a one-night stand, but as much as I like him—lust for him, I don’t know him at all, have no idea what he can give me in a relationship. And being a generation older than him, I’m definitely not the woman he needs in his life. 

The conference lasts another two and a half days. It’s crucial that we settle this without delay so I can move on and focus on the real reason I’m here. 

When I reach the photo area, Lemaître is shooting a young, shirtless male model in different poses. Two other guys hang in the lobby, leaning against a wall. Where is Yushka? Maybe his photos are done.

Blinding light flows in through an open balcony door, with the scent of salty sea air.

I step out, shielding my eyes from the high noon sun. The rumbling of car engines sounds from below. Close by, I hear laughter and accordion music.

My heart jumps. There he is, among scattered chairs and tables. Lying on his back on a white cast-iron bench with his eyes closed, long black locks spread on the T-shirt folded underneath his head. 

I don’t know how to start talking to him. The sun caresses my face and arms while I pace along the steel fence, seeing glimpses of sand behind tall palm trees on the other side of the street. 

I pivot to check Yushka out, but he hasn’t moved. I turn back, lean against the fence, and glance at the crowded promenade below while tapping an impatient beat on the metal. 

“Hey,” he calls. “I’m the one who should be upset.”

Wide-eyed, I spin around. “What?”

“Every time you get me excited, you walk out on me.”

It takes me one-two-three seconds to reach his bench and tower over him. “Fuck you.”

Lifting a hand to shield his eyes, he gazes at me with a raised brow.

Frustration boils through me. I clench my fists. “Why the hell did you embarrass me like that? Was it payback for yesterday? Or were you just having a little fun at my expense?”

“At your expense?”

“The whole world is gonna see those pictures, for God’s sake. I’ll be known as the woman who can’t be near a man without her panties catching on fire.”

“Bullshit. No one could see anything. On you.”

I tilt my head, spiteful. “You think they didn’t know what was going on?”

“So what?” He shrugs. “Leave them be. If anything, they envied me.”

“Envied you?”

He nods, his gaze slowly roaming over me from top to toe. 

Under his connoisseur scrutiny, I suck in a breath to flatten my stomach.

“Besides, I’m the one who should be embarrassed. Getting aroused in the middle of a photo shoot is not supposed to happen.”

“It’s your profession.”

He frowns. “I’m not a porn model. It’s two different things.”

“From the way you behaved, there doesn’t seem to be a line.”

“I’m telling you, it’s not supposed to happen. But I’m not gonna apologize. If I told you I regretted what I did, I’d be lying.”

Speechless, I stand with my hands clenched at my sides.

“Come here.” He pats the bench next to him, fishes a cigarette from a pack in his jeans, and lights it. 

The acrid smell of tobacco tickles my nose. Cigarettes may stink like hell, but my body remembers too well their heavenly effect.

Glancing at the empty space beside him, I hesitate. 

He smiles. “I promise I won’t touch you.”

With a huff, I sit at the edge of the bench, put my purse on the deck, and stretch my skirt to cover my pale, bare thighs. 

He exhales a long chain of smoke into the air, then hands me his cigarette. “C’mon, chill.”

How can I refuse? I’m drained, and my need for a nicotine kick is too strong. I accept the cigarette from his fingers, put it to my mouth, and take a long, deep drag. Lungs inflated, I keep the harsh poison down for a moment before slowly blowing it out. And then wow, in just a few seconds, my brain swims. So, so fucking good. I immediately have a second drag and wait for the delicious kick to hit my head again. 

When I look back at him, eyes blurry, he flashes his teeth. “So, what are we gonna do about us?”

My chest tightens. The guy’s optimism and determination are admirable and more than a little encouraging. But as much as I love hearing him say he wants me, I don’t see a future for us. No way is he going to hold on to a middle-aged mare like me for long. Better stop any advances now, before things get complicated and painful.

I soften the tone of my voice. “There’s no us. You don’t know a single thing about me. It takes so much more to build a relationship than lust.”

“So, tell me about yourself.” He takes the cigarette from my hand, puts it to his lips, and eyes me through the swirling smoke.

I shrug. Chatting can’t hurt. The agent pitch should be over soon, and Laurie will come find me for lunch. Save me. 

“Well.” I pick at my skirt. “I live in Chicago. I have a full-time job as a secretary. In a law firm. At home, I mother my sons. And when everyone’s asleep, I create other worlds. Dream worlds. That’s my life.”
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