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        Chapter one


      


      

        
“The summer before college, I even came up with this elaborate plan to work my way across Como, and…” 

Olivia stopped, clearing her throat as she recalled herself. “There I go, oversharing again.”

“I wouldn’t call it oversharing.”

Sergei turned his gold pen idly in his hands as he smiled at her. “It’s fascinating. You’re fascinating. I want to know everything about you.”

Indeed, he didn’t look bored with her rambling. His intense gaze always made her toes curl in her shoes. She still hadn’t adjusted to it, even months later.

Olivia shuffled the papers on her desk, mentally preparing to steer their conversation back to commercial real estate. Sergei had a way of asking questions that eventually made every discussion about her. Her interests, her opinions, and even her dreams.

Rumor had it that he was a dangerous man. Possibly a mob boss, with connections to a known Serbian crime ring. Still, if he wanted to buy real estate via legal means, she wouldn’t hesitate to sell it to him.

She looked up when someone knocked on her open office door. “The team is ready to give him a tour of the property,” her assistant told her, from the doorway.

“Great.” Olivia stood, and Sergei quickly rose as well, gesturing for her to lead the way down the hall.

She checked the time on her phone as she strode briskly through the corridor. “I really think this is the one. It has everything you’re looking for. You’ll love it,” she added, smiling at him over her shoulder.

Sergei brought his eyes up to meet hers, making no attempt to disguise how he’d been checking out her legs in her pencil skirt. “I already do.”

Olivia faced forward again, biting her lip. She tried to ignore the little thrill that ran through her from his heated gaze.

She paused at the glass doors leading out into the lobby, beyond which she could see her team’s town car waiting in the valet area. Sergei’s SUV was parked next to it, his driver ready behind the wheel.

Sergei stopped beside her, his gaze warm. “Come on the tour with me.”

Olivia shook her head, trying to ignore how his voice, all smoke and chocolate, curled around her insides. “My team will be more than happy to assist.”

“But they won’t be you,” he countered, stepping closer.

She blinked rapidly, and inhaled his scent before she could stop herself.

They were in public, and she needed to regain control. She mastered her expression with a polite smile. “It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

“Are you always appropriate?” he murmured.

Olivia’s smile froze. Her eyes darted nervously to her assistant, who waited several feet behind them in the hall. “I certainly am, two days before my wedding,” she said, between her teeth.

Sergei tilted his head, his eyes narrowing as he noted her suddenly tense demeanor. He glanced back at the burly, male assistant. She could almost hear the gears in his head turning.

Perhaps he’d take the hint that it wasn’t safe to flirt with her.

“I’ll be seeing you soon, Olivia,” he said simply.

Olivia stood at the door until her team’s car had pulled away, followed by Sergei’s, then returned to her office.

She could feel her “assistant” trailing behind her. He belonged to her fiancé. It should be insulting, that Thomas had replaced her usual assistant with someone who would keep tabs on her. Oddly, however, her fiancé’s protectiveness left her feeling pleased.

It was nice to be given attention, after an isolated childhood that had left her starved for it. Knowing that Thomas cared enough to have someone escorting her every day almost felt like having his attention on her directly.

Almost.

Olivia wasn’t a fool; she understood that their marriage would mostly be a business arrangement. He was marrying her good name and impeccable background, just as much as he was marrying her.

It was an added benefit that he was pleasant to look at, and in good shape. She was certain the feeling was mutual.

Her father had kept her closely guarded, growing up. No boy had gotten near her in high school, nor even college. She hadn’t minded it so much then, while she focused on her studies.

Yet now, she was restless.

More than restless. She was sexually frustrated, for things she’d never experienced. That must be why she was so susceptible to Sergei’s charms.

Olivia was ready for her wedding night. She’d even deliberated over the selections for her bridal lingerie, because she was determined to lure Thomas straight into the sheets.

Though they were marrying for less than love, she saw no reason why they couldn’t enjoy their marital bed.

She cleared off her desk, trying to ignore Sergei’s lingering cologne in the air. Yet, her mind kept returning to how he’d hung on her every word, as she’d rambled on.

Two more days, Olivia reminded herself. Then, she could begin her life’s new chapter, as a wife.
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Yesterday, Sergei’s office had called to place an offer on one of the more expensive properties she’d shown him. Olivia had been thrilled, of course, but she couldn’t squash the small disappointment that he hadn’t called her himself.

What had she been expecting? Despite months spent together reviewing nearly every available property in the city, he was just a client. She shouldn’t mistake a client for a friend.

A handsome, forward man like Sergei would make for a very dangerous friend, reputation aside.

Later that night, Olivia had tried to banish the disappointment by working off some of her restless frustration in bed, with her fingers. With no real-world experience, her imagination was a bit sparse, but her usual fantasy involved her wedding night.

Such as how Thomas would react to seeing the racy lingerie she’d selected, and the feel of his hands as he undressed her. He had such nice hands.

Yet, when she tried to remember exactly how they looked, she instead recalled Sergei’s larger ones.

Now, his hands she’d seen quite often, arguably more than her fiancé’s. He was always fiddling with that gold pen of his, in her office.

Olivia’s mind had strayed further from the plot as she wondered what would’ve happened if she’d gone on that tour with him.

She wanted to believe that he’d have let her ride in her own team’s car, but that was unlikely. He’d insist that she sit beside him in the back of his SUV, so he could keep asking her anything and everything about herself.

In her office, he was always stepping close to her, as though seconds from touching her. Hidden away in the SUV’s dark interior behind tinted windows, it was difficult to imagine that he’d keep his hands to himself.

The idea had made her stomach flutter, as her fingers lazily stroked her clit.

There was no telling what mischief he’d get up to. His arm sliding around her waist. His finger drawing a circle on her knee that would leave her quivering. The brush of his stubble on her neck, as he leaned close to her ear, to whisper –

She’d gasped, her hips bucking off the bed as her orgasm overtook her unexpectedly.

Laughter and clapping drew Olivia back to the present, where she sat next to Thomas, smiling at whatever his best man had just said.

God, could she get any worse?

She was at their rehearsal dinner, recalling how she’d climaxed from imagining something as innocuous as another man whispering in her ear. Just the memory warmed her skin, and had her pussy clenching.

Olivia took a large gulp of water, resisting the urge to swipe at her damp skin, and ruin her subtle makeup.

“Where’s the honeymoon, again?” her aunt called from down the table.

“Switzerland.” Thomas drew Olivia close and pressed a chaste kiss to her hair. “She wanted to do Como, but I’ve got a wonderful surprise awaiting her in the Alps.”

“That’s right,” Olivia confirmed, turning up the wattage on her smile for those around the table. “Our luggage will be waiting in the car during the ceremony, and we’ll be flying out straight from the reception.”

She absently accepted a few cooed congratulations from her bridesmaids. Picking up her water, she resumed gulping it down.

A flash of movement in her peripheral caught her attention. She almost choked when she glimpsed Sergei walking by the restaurant’s window.

He turned as he strode past, and looked directly at her.

Olivia frowned, wondering if she’d imagined it. They were at an Italian restaurant, far uptown. She hadn’t given Sergei any details about her upcoming nuptials, or where the rehearsal dinner would be.

Yet, it was too spot-on to be a coincidence.

She rose, excusing herself to the restroom. The restaurant was part of an upscale redevelopment, and its doors led out into an elegant lobby connecting to a row of designer stores.

Olivia stepped outside the restaurant, looking in each direction before deciding it must have been her imagination, or a lookalike.

She jumped when someone drew her by the waist off to the side, behind a wide column.

“Mr. Ivanovic,” she gasped.

“Sergei,” he corrected. “I didn’t realize we were back to formal titles, again.”

She stole a glance behind her, but they were hidden from view of the restaurant. “Maybe that’s for the best, since I’ll become Mrs. Guzmán tomorrow.”

“Olivia Guzmán.”

Sergei exhaled and pondered the ceiling, before finally shaking his head. “That’s not going to work.”

She smiled in confusion. “What?”

His gaze traveled slowly down her body. “You don’t look like an Olivia Guzmán.”

When his eyes rose back to hers, they lacked any trace of humor. “And you’re not going to be one.” The hardness in his voice chilled her.

“Yes, I will.” She shook her head, not sure how they’d become entangled in such a strange debate. “Why did you come here?”

Sergei’s fingers feathered down her bare arm, and she shivered. “I’m giving you a chance to come with me. To leave with me, now.”

“And go where?”

“To begin our lives together.” His voice was all smoky persuasion, gliding over her skin. “Instead of becoming Mrs. Olivia Guzmán.”

Her mouth fell open when his words sank in. “It’s… tonight’s my rehearsal dinner. My wedding is tomorrow.”

Sergei lifted his shoulders in a light shrug. “That’s why I’m giving you a chance.”

A small laugh escaped her, as she struggled to make sense of his behavior. “Is this a joke?” she whispered.

He stepped closer, his chest brushing hers. She felt her nipples tighten under her silk blouse.

“You’re not marrying him.”

She reeled back at his words, stiffening. “I most definitely am.”

Sergei only stared at her, studying her reaction.

Olivia didn’t want to alienate him as a client. As an almost-friend. She gently touched his arm. “I’m getting married to my fiancé tomorrow. I need you to accept this. And respect it.”

She lifted her chin and held his unrelenting stare, refusing to look away, or even blink.

Finally, he dropped his gaze, with small, wry smile. “You’ll make a beautiful bride, Olivia.”

Relief flooded her. “Thank you,” she told him sincerely, pleased to end their conversation on a positive note.

Olivia glanced back again, and caught sight of Thomas inside the restaurant, pacing outside the bathroom and checking his watch. “I need to go.”

Sergei caught her hand, and brushed his lips over her knuckles. The brief touch was light, and well within the bounds of politeness.

The carnal heat in his glance, as he met her eyes over her hand, was anything but. And the memory of his soft lips and sultry look left her breathless for far too long, after he’d gone.
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